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ABSTRACT
The purpose of  t h i s  t h e s i s  is to examine the reac t ion  of Virg in ia  
s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  to the f e d e ra l  r e l i e f  and soc ia l  s ecu r i ty  policy from 
1933 to 1938. P o l i t i c a l  leaders  of  the Byrd machine or "organ iza t ion” 
led by Senator  Harry F. Byrd were engaged in the s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  based on 
t h e i r  f i rm b e l i e f  in a balanced budget, adm in is t ra t ive  e f f ic ien cy  and 
vo lun tar ism in th a t  time per iod of  the Commonwealth.
Organ iza t ion  leaders  t r i e d  hard to hinder the f u l l  implementation 
o f  the  New Deal reform po licy .  Even a f t e r  the Great Depression h i t  the 
bottom, Governor George C. Peery in s i s t e d  th a t  they had f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  
o b l i g a t i o n s  by inc re as ing  expendi tu re  fo r  highway cons truc t ion  and 
c r e a t i n g  employment fo r  work r e l i e f  programs. While ch ie f  adm in is t ra to r  
of  the  Federal  Emergency R e l i e f  Administrat ion (FERA), Harry Hopkins 
cha l lenged  t h e i r  po l icy  o f  "no d i r e c t  r e l i e f ” through Virgin ia  Emergency 
R e l i e f  Adm in is t ra t ion  (VERA), i t  was to no avai l .
The General Assembly enacted Virg in ia Unemployment Compensation 
Act of  1936 and P ub l ic  Welfare Act of 1938. Although the s t a t e ’ s at tempt 
to launch these  measures was innovative,  the ac tua l  procedure of the 
enactment was f i l l e d  with the  l im i t a t i o n s  of progress ive ideas.  The 
s o l i d  r u l e  by the  Byrd machine s ha t t e red  the o r ig in a l  in ten t ions  of the 
l i b e r a l  reform p o l i cy  i n i t i a t e d  by the New Deal.
v
SENATOR HARRY F. BYRD AND THE NEW DEAL 
REFORM POLICY IN VIRGINIA, 1933-1938
Int roduct ion
In V irg in ia  the impact of  the Great Depression was r e l a t i v e l y  
small compared to i t s  in f luence  elsewhere. This was mainly because of 
her  r u r a l  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and her balanced economy. 
There fo re  the New Deal had been considered to have l i t t l e  to o f f e r  tha t  
would meet the s t a t e ’ s soc ia l  and economic condit ions  in the 1930s. Many 
V i rg in ians  d id  welcome the New Deal r e l i e f  programs and demonstrated 
t h e i r  e n t h u s i a s t i c  support, fo r  P res ident  Franklin D. Roosevelt,  yet  the 
endur ing e f f e c t s  of the New Deal l i b e r a l  measures remained minimal in 
the Commonwealth throughout the 1930s.
As elsewhere ,  changes in the t r a d i t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u c tu re  of 
V i rg in i a  were l imited  by a group of conserva tive p o l i t i c a l  leaders.  The 
Byrd machine or ’’o rgan iz a t ion ,  ” as  Virginians usual ly  ca l led  i t ,  led by 
Senator  Harry F. Byrd and h is  successors,  t r i e d  to hinder the fu l l  
implementat ion of the  the  New Deal reform pol icy a t  the local level .  
Although i t s  p o l i t i c a l  conservat ism could not be the s ing le  cause of the 
New Deal’ s f a i l u r e  in the s t a t e ,  the dominance of  the machine p o l i t i c s  
played a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  in in s u la t in g  the s t a t e  from ex ternal  forces 
and m a in ta in ing  the  s t a t u s  quo in Virginia.
Recent s t u d i e s  o f  the o rgan iza t ion ’ s p o l i t i c s  in the 1930s have 
ques t ioned  the  s o l id n e s s  of  the Byrd machine in Virg in ia  as well as the
2
3in f luence  of  anti-New Deal c o a l i t i o n  formed by conservat ive  southern 
p o l i t i c i a n s  in Congress, In the inid- 1930s, soine close  observers pointed 
out t h a t  the Democratic s t a t e  machine was in trouble because New Deal 
sympathizers  became in c re a s in g ly  h o s t i l e  toward the leaders of the 
o rg a n iz a t io n  and began to seek an oppcrtunity to wrest p o l i t i c a l  control  
from them. Yet, i t  is s a f e  to say tha t  the machine p o l i t i c s  was s t i l l  
supported by the m a jo r i ty  of  V irg in ia  voters ,  and the mam reason why 
ihe New Deal f a i l e d  to change V irg in ia  into a modern progressive s t a t e  
can be found in the  f a c t  tha t  local  p o l i t i c a l  leaders feared tha t  
Roosevelt  was j e o p a rd iz in g  t h e i r  p r inc ip les  of  f i s c a l  conservatism and 
s t a t e  r i g h t s .  They were a l s o  concerned tha t  the New Deal would undermine 
the p re sen t  r a c i a l  r e l a t i o n  and t r a d i t i o n a l  social  order in Virginia.
This t h e s i s  examines the reac t ion  of V irg in ia  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  
to the f e d e ra l  r e l i e f  and s o c ia l  secu r i ty  pol icy from 19-33 to 1938.
Major p o l i t i c a l  leaders  in t h a t  t.i me'period of the Commonwealth, such as 
Governor George C. Peery and William M. Tuck, were loyal successors of 
the Byrd machine and led the General Assembly based on th e i r  firm b e l i e f  
in a ba lanced budget ,  a d m in i s t r a t i v e  e f f ic ien cy  and voluntarism.
V i rg in i a  Senators  Harry F. Byrd and Carter  Glass represented the 
p o l i t i c a l  conserva t i sm of the  Old Dominion leading the anti-New Deal 
campaign ? t  the  n a t io n a l  leve l .  As a r e s u l t  of t h i s  antagonism aga ins t  
New Deal reform po l icy ,  V i rg in i a  became the l a s t  s t a t e  in the Union 
to be inc o rpo ra ted  in to  the  New Deal type of welfare  s ta t e .
4The f i r s t  chap te r  o f  t h i s  thesis  focuses on the organ izat ion of 
the Byrd machine and the views of Senator Byrd and other  p o l i t i c a l  
leaders  on the New Deal. On some c ruc ia l  occasion th e i r  devotion to the 
p r i n c i p l e  of  ’'pay-as -you-go” f requen t ly  s a c r i f i c e d  people’ s urgent needs 
fo r  the f i s c a l  orthodoxy.  The r e l i e f  and soc ia l  welfare were e spec ia l ly  
c o n t ro v e r s i a l  f i e l d s  of p o l i cy  for  them, because the idea of providing 
economic s e c u r i t y  fo r  the  d e s t i t u t e  was aga ins t  th e i r  p r in c ip le  of 
vo luntar ism. Even in the midst  of the Great Depression, t h e i r  reac t ion  
to the  reform p o l i c y  was b a s i c a l l y  negative.  They t r i e d  to cope with 
economic d i f f i c u l t y  by prov id ing  s o l id  conservat ive  leadership which 
placed g r e a t  emphasis cn f i n a n c i a l  soundness.
The second ch ap te r  i n t e r p r e t s  how the s t a t e  s tayed away from 
the bus iness  of r e l i e f  fo r  the d e s t i t u t e  and the unemployed, passing the 
burden on to the  l o c a l i t i e s  and p r iva te  c h a r i t i e s .  Even a f t e r  the Great 
Depression h i t  the  bottom, p o l i t i c a l  leaders in Virginia  i n s i s t e d  tha t  
they had f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n s  by increas ing expenditure for 
highway c o n s t r u c t i o n  and c r e a t i n g  employment for  work r e l i e f  programs. 
Although the  Federal  Emergency Re l ie f  Administrat ion (FERA) challenged 
t h e i r  p o l i c y  of  ”no d i r e c t  r e l i e f ” through i t s  subordinate organiza t ion,  
V i r g in i a  Emergency R e l i e f  Administ rat ion  (VERA), i t  was to no ava i l .
The id e o lo g ic a l  c o n f l i c t  between ch ie f  adm in is t ra to r  of  FERA. Harry 
Hopkins, and Senator  Byrd and Governor Peery neglected the p r a c t i c a l  
n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  adopt ing  New Deal measures a t  the s t a t e  level .
5The t h i r d  and fou r th  chap ter s  examine the l e g i s l a t i v e  process 
of  V i rg in ia  Unemployment Compensation Act of 1936 and Public Welfare 
Act of  1938, which were subo rd ina te  to the Social Securi ty Act of 1935. 
Outside the l e g i s l a t u r e ,  seve ra l  pro-enactment groups played an ac t ive  
r o l e  in g e t t i n g  V i rg in i a n s ’ support  for  the two ac ts .  While the s t a t e ’ s 
a t tempt  to  launch the  unemployment insurance and the public welfare 
program was innovative,  the  a c t u a l  procedure of the enactment was f i l l e d  
wi th  the l i m i t a t i o n s  of p ro g re s s iv e  ideas. The repor ts  of special  
commissions as well as  debates  both in the House and Senate proves how 
the b i l l  was emasculated by the  conservat ive ideology of p o l i t i c a l  
le ade rs  of  the  o rg a n iz a t io n .  I t  concludes th a t  the s o l id  ru le  by the 
p o l i t i c a l  machine s h a t t e r e d  the o r ig in a l  in ten t ions  of the l i b e r a l  
reform p o l i cy  i n i t i a t e d  by the Roosevelt admin is trat ion .
Chapter II
V irg in ia  S ta t e  P o l i t i c s  in the 1930s:
The O rgan iza t ion ’ s View on the New.Deal
In the middle of  the 1930s, the conservative  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  in 
V i rg in i a  was cha l lenged by the l i b e r a l  reformative po licy  of the New 
Deal i n i t i a t e d  by the  Roosevelt  adm in is t ra t ion .  Local p o l i t i c a l  leaders 
were concerned th a t  the p r e s id e n t  was ’’jeopard iz ing the cas te  system,” 
from a r a c i a l  po in t  o f  view as well as a c l a s s  point  view. The local 
Democratic machine was so f i rm ly  entrenched in the Old Dominion i t  
succeeded in emascula t ing  the New Deal measures and defending i t s  
t r a d i t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  ideology.  In th i s  chapter ,  major c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
of  s t a t e  and local  p o l i t i c s  in V irg in ia  from 1920 to 1935 wil l  be 
examined by focus ing  on the  conserva t ive  p r in c ip le  of  p o l i t i c a l  leaders 
who i d e n t i f i e d  themselves with the  machine. 1
The p o l i t i c s  o f  V i rg in i a  in the twentieth century has been 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by the  p o l i t i c a l  o l igarchy  f i rmly  rooted in the social  
s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  Commonwealth. Espec ia l ly  when i t  comes to the problem 
of  p o l i t i c a l  ideology he ld  by conserva t ive  leaders of  the machine 
p o l i t i c s ,  V i r g in i a  had s tood  out  because of i t s  cons istency and 
s o l id n e s s .  The Byrd o rg a n iz a t io n ,  the p o l i t i c a l  apparatus put together
1 Frank F re id e l ,  F.D.R. and the South  (Baton Rouge, 1965) p. 10.
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7by Harry F. Byrd in the 1920s, dominated and con t ro l led  Virgin ia  
p o ! i t : : 3  fo r  more than fou r ty  years.  After having examined Democratic 
faction?-] ism w ith in  the one--party s t a t e s  in the South, V. 0. Key 
observed t h a t :
Of a l l  the American s t a t e s ,  Virg in ia can claim to the most 
thorough con t ro l  by an ol igarchy.  P o l i t i c a l  power has been c lose ly  
held by a small group of leaders who, themselves and th e i r  prede­
cesso rs ,  have subver ted  democratic i n s t i t u t i o n s  and deprived 
most V irg in ians  of a voice in t h e i r  government. The Commonwealth 
possesses  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  more akin to those of  England a t  about 
the time of  the Reform B i l l  of 1832 than to those of any other- 
s t a t e  of  the  p resen t  -day South. I t  is a p o l i t i c a l  museum piece. z
Key de f ined  the c h a r a c t e r  of the o rganiza t ion  in terms of i t s  
o ro -bus iness  and a n t i - l a b o r  p o l i cy  in Virg inia.  The leaders of the 
o rg a n iz a t io n  r ep re s en ted  the i n t e r e s t s  of  business and th a t  pursued the 
wel 1-be ing  of  the well - le -do.  Key pointed out t h a t  ’’the quid pro quo fo r  
suppor t  of  the  o rg a n iz a t io n  is s a id  to be taxa tion  favorable to corpora­
t i o n s ,  an a n t i  labor po li cy ,  and r e s t r a i n t  in the expansion of services,  
such as educa tion ,  pub l ic  hea l th ,  and wel fare” , 3
Although the  machine p o l i t i c s  in V irg in ia  has been assoc ia ted  
with  the a u t h o r i t y  of Harry F. Byrd s ince  the 1320s, the machine i t s e l f  
e x i s t e d  long before  Byrd. Thomas Staples Martin, a  r a i l r o a d  lawyer who 
se rved  as a d i s t r i c t  counsel  f o r  the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad,  began
2 V. 0. Key, J r . ,  Southern P o l i t i c s  in  S ta te  and Nation 
( K n o x v i l l e , 1984) p . 19.
3 Ib id . ,  p. 27.
8to  grasp  the r e in s  of power, when he won an e l ec t io n  to the United 
S t a t e s  Senate over Fitzhugh Lee, who was an au then tic  a r i s t o c r a t ,  nephew 
of  the Confedera te genera l  and former governor in 1833. Martin served in 
the Senate and led the major i ty  Democratic organizat ion  in the Common­
wealth  from 1894 u n t i l  h is  dea th  in 1919. Daring tha t  period, the 
o rg a n iz a t io n  acqu i red  most of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which p e r s i s ted  to the 
machine p o l i t i c s  a f t e r  the 1920s. The o rgan iza t ion’ s f i r s t ,  accomplish­
ments was the V i rg in i a  C o n s t i t u t i o n  of 1902, which aimed to reduce the 
number.of  s t a t e ’ s e l e c t o r a t e  d r a s t i c a l l y  through such r e s t r i c t i v e  
measures as a po l l  tax  and a l i t e r a c y  t e s t .  The s t a t e  c o n s t i t u t i o n  a l so  
provided r a c i a l l y  seg rega ted  public schools in Virginia.  As a r e s u l t ,  
the number of b lacks  q u a l i f i e d  to vote decreased immediately from 
147,000 to 21,000 as well as  chat of poor white voters .  The number of 
vote s  c a s t  in V i r g in i a  in the p r e s id e n t i a l  e l e c t io n  of 1904 was only 
s l i g h t l y  more than h a l f  of  a i l  votes th a t  had been c a s t  four years 
e a r l i e r .  4
A f te r  Martin d ied in 1919, s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  went through a shor t  
pe r iod  of c o l l e c t i v e  le adersh ip .  F i r s t  emerged as a prominent f igure  
d u r ing  these  years  was Harry F. Byrd. His fa the r ,  Richard Evelyn Byrd, 
was speaker  o f  the  House of Delegates and a t r u s te d  f r iend  of Senator 
Mart in and h i s  uncle,  Henry D. (Hal) Flood was a l so  a s t a t e  congressman 
from Appomattox county and loya l  leader of the organ izat ion.  Born in
4 James Reich ley, S ta te s  in C r is is :  P o l i t i c s  in  Ten American 
S t a t e s 1950-1962. (Chapel Hil l ,  1964) pp. 7-9.
9Born in 1887, Byrd was a d i r e c t  descendant of William Byrd, 
founder of  the c i t y  of  Richmond. He had grown up during a period of hard 
times both fo r  h ie family and Virg inia.  He l e f t  school in 1.902 a t  the 
age of  f i f t e e n  and took over h i s  f a th e r ’ s business of local newspaper, 
the Winchester Evening Star.  Although the company was almost bankrupt 
when Byrd succeeded to  i t ,  he managed to bu ild i t  into a th r iv ing  
bus ines s  with in  a few years .  He learned how d i f i i c u l t  i t  was to s t rugg le  
out  of  debt  through t h i s  exper ience .  By the age of twenty, he began to 
buy app le  o rchards  around Winchester  and l a t e r  became the la rgest  
family-owned apple  producer in the world. With h is  two brothers ,  Byrd 
r a i s e d  the family from near  poverty to one of the most successful  
e n t e rp re n e u r s  in V irg in ia .  Many people have traced Byrd’ s f r u g a l i t y  and 
abhorrence  of p u b l i c  debt  to h i s  ea r ly  s t rugg le  to save the family 
newspaper and apple-growing bus iness .  5
In 1923, when a referendum au thor iz ing  a $50 mi l l ion  bond issue 
fo r  the c o n s t r u c t io n  of s t a t e  highways went to the vote, Byrd led the 
o p p o s i t i o n  to the  proposal  based, on the slogan ’‘pay-as-you-go.” He 
became a young promising s t a t e  sena tor  from Frederick county, the n o r th ­
e a s t e r n  p a r t  of the  Shenandoah Valley in the same y e a r . A f t e r  Byrd led 
the  s u c c e s s fu l  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  the bond issue in 1923, his  ’’pay-as-you-go”
5 Wilkinson,  o p . c i t . ,  pp .4 -5 . ;  Edward Younger, et .  a l . e d s . , The 
Governors o f  V irg in ia , 1860-1978 (C h a r lo t t e s v i l l e ,  1982)
p p .235-237,
6 J. Harvie  Wilkinson I I I ,  Harry Byrd and the Changing Face o f  
V irg in ia  P o l i t i c s ,  1945-1966 ( C h a r lo t t e s v i l l e ,  1968) pp. 5-6.
10
f i s c a l  po l i cy  was f irmly  i n s t i t u t e d  in Virg in ia s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  Voters 
confirmed Byrd as t h e i r  leader of the Democratic organ izat ion in 
V i rg in i a  and suppor ted  h is  idea th a t  any kind of public debt should be 
avoided.  Revenue from g a s o l in e  taxes and automobile l icenses was r e s e r v ­
ed fo r  highway c o n s t ru c t io n ,  and the pavement of reads was done as f a s t  
as  that  revenue permi t t ed .  In November 1924, Syrd announced his  
candidacy fo r  governor ch a l len g in g  another Democratic candidate,
Bishop Cannon a t  the  primary. Byrd defeated Cannon by 40,000 votes and 
was e l e c t e d  governor of the Commonwealth, r ece iv ing  almost seventy -f ive  
per  cen t  of the  votes  c a s t  in November 1925. 7
Byrd’ s g u b e r n a t o r i a l  term is  genera l ly  considered as ’’one of  the 
most f r u i t f u l  in V i rg in i a  h i s t o r y . ” He converged a mil l ion  d o l l a r  
d e f i c i t  i n to  a $2.5 m i l l i o n  su rp lus ,  and fought success fu l ly  with the 
monopol is t ic  management of  o i l  companies and telephone u t i l i t y .  He a l so  
r e a l i z e d  the f i r s t  s t a t e  a n t i - ly n c h in g  l e g i s l a t i o n  which provided tha t  
a l l  members o f  a lynch should be subject  to murder charges.  Byrd worked 
e s p e c i a l l y  hard on the  r e o rg a n iz a t io n  of s t a t e  adm in is t ra t ion  with the 
aim of  the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of  execu tive  power and the promotion of 
e f f i c i e n c y  in bureaucracy  backed up by h is  masterly machine p o l i t i c s . 8
7 Reichley,  o p . c i t . ,  pp .8 - 9 . ;  Richmond Times-Dispatch, October 21, 
1966.
8 Robert  T. Hawkes, J r . ,  ’’The Emergence of  a Leader: Harry F.
Byrd, Governor of  V i rg in i a  P o l i t i c s ,  1923-35,” Virginia Magazine 
o f  H is to r y  and Biography  85 (1974) pp.259-281. ; Allen W. Moger, 
’’V i r g i n i a ’ s Conserva tive  P o l i t i c a l  H e r i t a g e ,” South A t la n t ic  
Q uarter ly  HO (1951) pp. 318-329.
11
In May 1926 Byrd announced tha t  he would have the New York 
Bureau of Municipal Research conduct a survey of Virg in ia  s t a t e  govern­
ment and appoin ted  t h i r t y - e i g h t  Virginians to a c i t i z e n s ’ committee to 
rece iv e  the  f i n a l  r e p o r t  cf  the bureau and to make recommendations to 
the General Assembly.9 In January 1927, the research bureau presented 
i t s  r e p o r t  to the committee. I t  s t r e s s ed  tha t  the bureau was ’’p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  impressed by the s c a t t e r e d ,  d is jo ined ,  and i r respons ib le  type of 
o rg a n iz a t io n  t h a t  e x i s t e d  in a l l  count ies” and s trong ly  recommended the 
r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  of s t a t e  and loca l  admin is tra t ion .  10
Based on the r e p o r t  Byrd consol idated  near ly  one hundred 
bureaus,  departments,  boards, and various commissions into more empower­
ed fou r tee n  depar tments which were t i e d  up with executive au thori ty .
Byrd a l s o  reduced the  number of  e l ec ted  s ta te -wide  o f f i c i a l s  from e ight  
to  th r e e :  the  governor,  the  l i e u t e n a n t  governor, and the a t to rney  
genera l .  This  measure c a l l e d  s h o r t - b a l l o t  amendment made plenty  of room 
f o r  a p p o in t iv e  power by governor as well as fo r  the maintenance of 
pat ronage  system in V i rg in i a  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  With the view of managerial 
e f f i c i e n c y ,  he proposed measures for  the s t a t e  to take g r e a t e r  control
9 Robert  H. Tucker, ’’Progress  in V irg in ia  toward S im pl i f ica t ion  
and Economy in Government,” American P o l i t i c a l  Science Review 20 
(1926),  pp. 832-836. ; Harry F. Byrd, ’’Be t te r  Government a t  Lower 
c o s t , ” Yale Review 22 (Autumn, 1932), pp .66-77. ; Virginius 
Dabney, V irg in ia :  The Mew Dominion (New York, 1971) pp. 481-482.
10 New York Bureau o f  Municipal Research, Report on a Survey fo r  
the  Governor and h is  Committee on the Consolidation and 
S im p l i f i c a t i o n  (Richmond, 1928) p . 5.
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in the f i e l d s  of highways and education and t r i e d  to reduce the autonomy 
of local  governments s u b s t a n t i a l l y .  11
Although some of these  measures might have been l i t t l e  more 
than dev ices  fo r  machine c o n t ro l ,  Byrd’ s ’’program of progress” was 
p ra ised  by many s t a t e  p o l i t i c a l  leaders who followed him. '"  C r i t i c s  in 
V i rg in i a  l a t e r  claimed t h a t  the type of Byrd’ s p o l i t i c s  in ea r ly  years 
might have been p ro g re s s iv e  but tha t  i t s  substance became increas ingly  
c o n s e rv a t iv e  as the  framework of  his  machine p o l i t i c s  was es tab l ished .  
For example, a V irg in ian  j o u r n a l i s t ,  Cabell P h i l l ip s  once said  th a t  the 
Byrd o r g a n iz a t io n  had produced ’’leaders and func t iona r ie s  of uniform 
honesty and competence, but  few have r i s en  above the dead level of 
mediocr i ty.  I t  has given V i rg in i a  ’ good’ government but i t  has been 
un insp i red ,  un im aginat ive  government.” 13
When the new governor, John Pollard,  was inaugurated on January 
15, 1330, Ryrd was out  of o f f i c e  for  the f i r s t  time since 1916. In 
o rder  to  ensure t h a t  programs he had i n i t i a t e d  were preserved in 
V irg in ia ,  he worked through c lo se  as soc ia te s  of h is  organ izat ion  while 
out  of  o f f i c e .  Even a f t e r  the  Great  Depression had s t a r t e d ,  Byrd’ s 
p r i n c i p l e  was c l e a r  and c o n s i s t e n t :  accomplish f i s c a l  conservatism and 
avoid d e f i c i t  spending. 1/1
11 Tucker, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 832-836. ; Byrd, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 66-67.
12 Reichley,  o p . c i t pp. 9-10.
13 ’’New Rumblings in the Old Dominion,” .New York Times Magazine,
June 19, 1949, p. 10.
14 Dabney, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 485-486.
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The Byrd machine owed i t s  ex is tence both to the e f f i c i e n t  
management of  the  o rg a n iz a t io n  and to a very r e s t r i c t e d  e l e c to ra t e .
Af te r  Byrd r e t i r e d  from s t a t e  p o l i t i c a l  o f f ice ,  i t  was Ebbie R. Combs 
who c o n t r o l l e d  the o rg an iz a t io n .  He was the chairman of the s t a t e  board 
of  compensation,  and l a t e r  became the c le rk  of the s t a t e  senate.  He 
served  as Democratic n a t io n a l  committeeman u n t i l  1948. In add it ion,  
Congressman Howard Smith. Senator  A. W ill i s  Robertson, William M. Tuck, 
A l b e r t i s  S. Harr ison ,  and Thomas B, Stanley dominated the ’’high command” 
of  the machine by making c r u c i a l  dec is ions  on the s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .
The members of  the high command were in agreement on such issues as 
f i s c a l  conservat ism, s t a t e ’ s r ig h t ,  and r a c i a l  r e l a t io n s .  15
The backbone of the Byrd machine was consolidated  through the 
c o n t ro l  of  the S t a t e  Compensation Board which had a dec i s ive  ro le  in 
f i x i n g  the  s a l a r i e s  and expenses of major county o f f i c i a l s .  The chairman 
of the  three-man Compensation Board was appointed by a  governor who was 
always loyal  member of  the  machine. The Compensation Board manipulated 
al lowances  of  loca l  o f f i c i a l s  on the bas is  of con t r ibu t ion  and 
subse rv ience  to the  o rg a n iz a t io n .  County o f f i c i a l s  u sua l ly  managed the 
loc a l  o u tp o s t s  of  the machine, al though n o n o f f ic i a l s  served as local  
l e ade rs  in some co u n t ie s .  The c h i e f  f igu res  in each county organiza t ion  
were f i v e  e l e c t e d  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  o f f i c e r s :  commonwealth’ s a t torney ,  
t r e a s u r e r ,  commissioner of  revenue,  c l e rk  of  c i r c u i t  court ,  and s h e r i f f .
15 ’’V i r g in i a :  The Old Dominion Grows Young,” in Neal R. Pei rce  and 
Jeny Hagstrom, The Book o f  America: Ins ide  F i f t y  S ta te s  Today 
(New York, 1983) p . 328.
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E s p e c i a l l y  the c l e r k  of  c i r c u i t  court  played the most s i g n i f i c a n t  role 
in the county o r g a n iz a t io n  because of his  e igh t-year  tenure of o f f ice .  16 
In a d d i t i o n  to the co n t ro l  through the S ta te  Compensation Board, 
the c i r c u i t  judge who possessed appoin ting powers of county o f f i c i a l s  
assumed sp e c ia l  importance in maintaining the cohesion of  the machine 
p o l i t i c s .  In the  1930s V i rg in i a  was divided into four ty  c i r c u i t s  and 
each c i r c u i t  had a t  l e a s t  one c i t y  or county. The General Assembly 
e l e c t e d  one c i r c u i t  judge fo r  an e igh t -yea r  term. Because the Byrd 
o rg a n iz a t i o n  always maintained  abso lu te  m a jo r i t ie s  in both houses of the 
General  Assembly, they had r a r e l y  e lec ted  c i r c u i t  judges of a n t i  Byrd 
sen timents .  The c i r c u i t  judge appointed the Board of Reassessors,  which 
ap p ra i se d  r e a l  e s t a t e  in the  county every s ix  years,  the Welfare Board, 
which a dm in is te re d  loca l  r e l i e f  programs, and the School Trustee 
Electoral .  Board, which mostly named the local  school board. Moreover, 
the most i n f l u e n t i a l  appointment made by the c i r c u i t  judge was the 
E l e c to r a l  Board, which suprev ised  a l l  o f f i c i a l  e l ec t ions  of the county. 
The Byrd machine could take g r e a t  advantage of the patronage system 
through the c i r c u i t  judge and the  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  in V irg in ia  had 
main ta ined  an o r d e r ly  and c e n t r a l i z e d  system a t  l e a s t  for  two decades 
s in c e  th e  1 9 2 0 s .17
16 Key, o p . c i t . ,  p p .20-21. ; Wilkinson, o p .c i t . ,  pp .31-35.
17 Wilkinson,  o p . c i t . ,  pp. 33-35. ; A. E. Ragan, ’’V i rg in ia ’ s J u d ic i a l  
System: O rgan iza t ion  and Improvement,” U nivers ity  o f  V irginia  
News L e t t e r , Apr i l  15, 1963.
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Although i t  seems t h a t  the high command of the organiza t ion  was 
d i c t a t o r i a l  on i t s  c o n t ro l  of local subs id ia r i e s ,  the machine leaders 
admit ted  some degree  of ’’democracy” within the organizat ion  on 
cand ida te s .  For example, loyal  organ izat ion  men had to compete for  the 
suppor t  i f  local  leaders  in o rder  to be e lec ted  for  s ta te -w ide  o f f ice .  
Once a can d id a te  was chosen fo r  the post with an agreement of a majori ty 
o f  leaders ,  the high command gave him ’’the word” accept ing him almost 
unanimously and as sured  him of  the nomination in the Democratic primary. 
Opponents to  the  o rg an iz a t io n  o f t e n  concentrated th e i r  a t t a c k  on i t s  
pat ronage ,  s p o i l s  system, and co r rup t ion  of local a u t h o r i t i e s  and 
engaged themselves in the a n t i - o r g a n iz a t io n  campaign. However, Byrd and 
h i s  fo l lowers  were proud of t h e i r  f a i rn e s s  and gentlemanly charac te r  and 
had ga ined  a wide r e p u t a t i o n  fo r  honest and fruga l  management of the 
s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  from many V irg in ians .  I t  is d i f f i c u l t  to label  the Byrd 
o rg a n iz a t i o n  a V i rg in i a  v e r s io n  o f  Tammany Hall. 18
The small  tu rnou t  a t  the po ll s  a l so  guaranteed the success of 
the machine p o l i t i c s .  The Byrd machine had to win the support  of only 
from f iv e  to  seven per cen t  o f  the adu l t  populat ion in order to nominate 
i t s  c an d id a te  f o r  governor in the  Democratic primary. Approximate 
pe rcen tages  o f  the  a d u l t  popula t ion  support ing  the winning organ izat ion  
cand ida te  in each g u b e r n a t o r i a l  pr imar ies  in the 1920s and 1930s were: 
1925 (Byrd);  8 .6  35, 1929 ( P o l l a r d ) ;  8 . 1 35, 1933 (Peery); 8 . 5 35. On the
18 Wilkinson,  o p . c i t . ,  p p . 35-37.
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average,  from 1925 to 1945, only 11.5 per  cent of  those 21 and over 
voted in V i rg in i a  Democratic primaries  daring that, period.  19
The a n t i - o r g a n i z a t i o n  f ac t io n  of  Virg in ia Democratic par ty was 
based on urban l i b e r a l  Democrats from Richmond to Norfolk and in the 
c i t i e s  of  the  Tidewater  area .  They were suuported mainly by indus t r i a l  
workers and b lacks  c r i t i c i z i n g  Byrd’ s ’’pay-as-you-go” policy and the low 
le ve l  of  pub l i c  s e rv ic e .  The a n t i - o rg a n iz a t io n  movement, however, was 
u s u a l l y  withou t  le ade r s ,  almost completely lacking in partronage,  and 
poor ly  d i s c i p l i n e d .  The p o l i t i c a l  apathy was prevalen t  throughout the 
s t a t e .  However, the  most important  fac t  was t h a t  many people who had 
a n t i - o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  sen timents  were d i s f ranch ised  and could not vote 
a g a i n s t  the  o rg a n iz a t io n .  20
S uf f rage  r e s t r i c t i o n s  undoubtedly prevented many people, who 
o therwise  would have opposed to the machine ol igarchy,  from voting 
a g a i n s t  Byrd on c r u c i a l  occasions  in the s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  The Common­
weal th  had mainly two types o f  voting r e s t r i c t i o n s .  One was the poll  tax 
o f  $1.50 per  year  le v ied  uniformly over the e n t i r e  s t a t e  by Virginia  
c o n s t i t u t i o n  of  1902. The cumulat ive tax prov is ion had a l so  to be met in 
o rde r  to  be q u a l i f i e d  to  vote. I f  a Virgin ian over twenty-one years old 
who had no t  pa id  h i s  po l l  tax  and wanted to qua l i fy  to vote, he had to 
pay f o r  t h r e e  p receding  years  o r  a t o t a l  of $4.50 exc lusive  of  pena l t ie s  
o r  whatever a d d i t i o n a l  tax up to  $1.00 made by local  a u t h o r i t i e s . 21
19 Ralph Eisenberg ,  V irg in ia  Votes, 1924-1968 (C h a r lo t te s v i l l e ,  
1971)
20 Key, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 28-29.
21 I b i d . ,  pp. 578-584.
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The o th e r  r e s t r i c t i o n  was the l i t e r a c y  requirement for the 
vo t ing  r e g i s t r a t i o n .  V i rg in i a  required  every people to apply to 
r e g i s t r a r  ” in h i s  own handw ri t ing” s t a t i n g  name, age, date  and place 
of  b i r t h ,  r es idence ,  and occupation.  Many blacks as well as poor whites 
were depr ived c f  the r i g h t  to vote because of t h e i r  i l l i t e r a c y .  The 
l i t e r a c y  t e s t  provided the lega l  means of keeping r a c i a l  discr iminat ion  
fo r  the  Byrd o rg a n iz a t io n  u n t i l  forbidden in V irg in ia  by the 1965 Voting 
Rights  Act. 22
Whereas the  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  of the Byrd machine had t h e i r  
foundat ion  in a g r i c u l t u r a l  a reas ,  fanners in the southwest mountainous 
reg ions  had t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been aga in s t  mainstream Democrats. They had 
played an important  r o l e  in a g r a r i a n  r evo l t s  in the period  of  Populism 
in the  l a t e  n in e t e e n t h  century.  V irg in ia  Republicans, who had been in 
d i r e c t  d escen t  from the Read jus te r  movement in the Reconstruct ion, were 
a l s o  a c t i v e  in a t t a c k i n g  the o rgan iza t ion  p o l i t i c s .  They were supported 
in the western mountainous reg ions,  espec ia l ly  s o -ca l l ed  the ’’Right in’ 
Ninth” Congressional  d i s t r i c t  o f  the southwest Virginia.  The d i s t r i c t  
almost  always e l e c t e d  a Republican Congressman, while the r e s t  of the 
s t a t e  remained overwhelmingly Democratic. The Republican par ty  in 
V i rg in i a  pursued a un ique ly  p rog res s ive  course and formed the ’’l i b e r a l ” 
wing in the  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  Because of  the Byrd o rgan iza t ion ’ s t i g h t  
g rasp  on the c o n s e rv a t iv e  vo te rs ,  however, the Republican party had very
22 I b id . ,  pp. 556-559.;  Richard Bardolph, e d . , The C iv il  Rights  
Record: Black Americans a t  the Law, 1849-1970 (New York, 1970) 
p. 422.
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l im i ted  room to grow in V i rg in ia .  Key pointed out that. ” in the mountain 
c oun t ie s  of southwes tern  V i rg in ia  the Republicans are f ig h te r s ,  but that  
in most of  the remainder of the s t a t e  they are a fac t ion  of the Byrd 
o r g a n i z a t i o n . ” 2,i Since Byrd tended to represent  the Republican point  
of  view, V i rg in ia  Republicans o f ten  found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to c r i t i c i z e  him. 
On many p o l i t i c a l  is sues  the l i n e  between Byrd Democrats and Republicans 
was not  o f t e n  c l e a r .  2/1
In the Mew Deal years ,  the nat iona l  Democratic party  began to 
change the t r a d i t i o n a l  p a r ty  al ignment by gain ing support of urban vo t­
ing blocs o u t s id e  the South. Democrats had succeeded in gaining as broad 
a c o n s t i tu e n c y  as p o s s i b l e  and moving with popular opinion in most par t  
o f  the na t ion  s in c e  1932. The V i rg in ia  Democratic party,  however, did 
not  n e c e s s a r i l y  keep pace with  the  na t ional  s h i f t s  holding on to the old 
no t ions  of  Democratic f a c t io n a l i s m  within the one-party system in the 
s t a t e  th roughout the 1930s. 25
Because Byrd was only fourty- two years old when he ret ired from 
s t a t e  o f f i c e ,  t h e r e  was a  s p ecu la t io n  tha t  he might come on the nat ional  
scene.  When F rank l in  D. Roosevelt  e a s i l y  defeated  Republican incumbent 
President .  Herbert  Hoover in 1932, some expected tha t  Senator  Car ter  
Glass ,  or R e p re s e n t a t iv e  Claude A. Swanson would be o f fe red  a cab ine t  
pos t  in the  new a d m in i s t r a t i o n .  Though Roosevelt of fe red  Glass the post  
o f  S ec re ta ry  of  Treasury,  Glass decl ined,  o f f i c i a l l y  because of h is  age
23 I b i d ,  p. 285.
24 Wilkinson, o p . c i t . ,  p p . 210-211.
25 Harvard S i t k o f f  e d . , F i f t y  Years L a ter : The New Deal Evaluate  
(New York, 1985) p. 28
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and poor h e a l th ,  but in t r u t h  because of  h is  disagreement with Roose­
v e l t ’ s f i s c a l  po licy .  Senator  Glass then asked the p re s id e n t -e le c t  to 
g iv e  one of the ca b in e t  pos ts  to  Swanson so tha t  Byrd could run fo r  the 
Senate in 1934. Swanson accepted  the pos i t ion  of Secretary of Navy and 
Byrd took the  oa th  of  o f f i c e  as the junior  Senator from Virginia  on 
March 4, 1934. 26
From the  e a r l y  years  of  the New Deal Byrd was worried about the 
d i r e c t i o n  o f  the Roosevelt  adm in is t ra t ion ,  though he did not a r t i c u l a t e  
h i s  o p p o s i t i o n  to the New Deal measures from the beginning, p a r t ly  due 
to the s e v e r i t y  of  the  Great Depression and p a r t l y  due to his  loya lty  to 
the  Democratic p a r ty  and the  popu la r i ty  of  Roosevelt.  As a new Senator, 
he d id  not  want to  r i s k  h i s  chances of r e - e l e c t i o n  and encourage a 
p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  w i th in  the Democratic par ty  in Virginia.  By the 
s p r in g  of 1934, .however, having won the e l e c t i o n  and be l iev ing  the 
economic emergency was over,  Byrd began to a t t a c k  the New Deal economic 
p o l i c y  openly.  The National  Recovery Administrat ion (NRA) and 
A g r i c u l t u r a l  Adjustment A dmin is t ra t ion  (AAA) became the f i r s t  t a rg e t s  of 
h i s  c r i t i c i s m  by l a t e  1934. He objected  to the wage codes of the NRA and 
th e  l i c e n s i n g  p o l i c i e s  of  the AAA based on h is  own experience of apple 
growing bus ines s .  He a l s o  d i s l i k e d  the processing tax of the AAA imposed 
on p rocessors  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  commodities in order to f inance benef i t s  
f o r  farmers who agreed to  l i m i t  production.  Roosevelt to ld  Ass i t an t  
S e c re t a ry  o f  A g r ic u l tu re  Rexford G. Tugwell tha t  ” 1 know what’ s the
26 Hawkes, o p . c i t . ,  p. 245.
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m atte r  with Harry Byrd. He’ s a f r a i d  you’ l l  force him to pay more than 
ten cen ts  an hour for  h i s  apple p i c k e r s . ” 27 Byrd regarded these 
measures as dangerous e f f o r t s  ” to cont rol  the d a i ly  a c t i v i t i e s  of our 
p e o p le . ” ?H
Although Byrd was not  a cons is ten t  New Deal opponent u n t i l  
1335, as a Senator  he r a r e l y  voted for  the New Deal domestic programs. 
According to  the  a n a l y s i s  of  Congressional votes by James T. Patterson,  
he was the f i f t h  most c onse rva t ive  Senate Democrat from 1933 to 1939. A 
h i s t o r i a n ,  Charles  iMichelson, pointed out tha t  Byrd’ s opposit ion to the 
Roosevelt a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  came from his  disappointment a t  not being 
appoin ted  v i c e - p r e s i d e n t  a t  Democratic primary in 1932. While th i s  might 
e x p la in  some p a r t s  of  Byrd’ s antagonism aga in s t  Roosevelt,  i t  could not
have been a major f a c t o r .  29 He ca l led  himself  as the ’’ l a s t  of  the
o r i g i n a l  New Delaers,  ” by which meant tha t  he had supported the o r ig ina l  
Democratic p la t fo rm in 1932 demanding a balanced budget, spending cuts  
and no innova tive  measures.  As the economy got  out of the c ruc ia l  
c ond i t ions ,  Byrd c a l l e d  f o r  a r e tu rn  to the sound economic policy  in 
o rde r  to  r e s t o r e  bus iness  c o n f id e n c e .30
In the Senate  Byrd had bad considerable influence on the
27 Rexford G. Tugwe) 1, The Democratic Roosevelt (New York,
1957) p . 444.
28 Richmond, Times-Dispatch, March 15, 1935.
29 James T. P a t t e r s o n ,  Congressional Conservatism and the New 
Deal (Lexington,  1967) p .30. ;  Charles Michelson, The Ghost
Talks  (New York, 1941) p. 140.
30 Alden Hatch, The Byrds o f  V irginia  (New York, 1969) p. 448.
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p o l i c y  making process  s ince  the beginning of  h is  tenure.  He was a power­
fu l  member of the Senate  Finance Committee, on which he served for 
t h i r t y - t n r e e  years  u n t i l  1966, the Naval Affa irs  Committee, and the 
Rules Committee. Although he continued to go along wich ohe New Deal in 
such p ro g re s s iv e  l e g i s l a t i o n  as ru ra l  e l e c t r i f i c a t i o n  and s o i l  conserva­
t i o n  which promoted the development of backward regions in the South, lie 
r e p e a te d ly  c a s t  votes  a g a i n s t  the r e l i e f ,  soc ia l  s e c u r i t y  and labor 
b i l l s  in the second New Deal years a f t e r  1935.31
’’R e l i e f ” and ’’w e l f a r e ” were e sp ec ia l ly  nas ty words for  Byrd. He 
regarded the w e l fa re  s t a t e  t h a t  the New Deal c rea ted  as ’’that, s t a t e  of 
t w i l i g h t  in which the glow of democrat ic freedoms is  fading beyond the 
hor izen  leav ing  us to be swallowed in the blackness of  social ism, or 
w orse .” He was concerned over the federa l -adminis te red  r e l i e f  programs 
and s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  b e n e f i t s  because ”we a re  chasing a mirage of easy 
money in the  form of  d e f i c i t  d o l l a r s . ” 32‘ The Senator i n s i s t e d  tha t  
th e re  was no th ing  more important  than the preserva t ion  of the f i s c a l  
i n t e g r i t y  of  the  f e d e r a l  government and of the economic freedom which 
would promote the  e n t e r p r i s e  system even in the Great Depression. Byrd 
b e l i e v e d  t h a t  he was f i r s t  a Virginian,  secondly a Southerner, and 
t h i r d l y  a United  S ta t e s  Senator .  In Congress the low-tax and low-social  
s e r v i c e  a t t i t u d e s  o f  the  Byrd o rgan iza t ion  were supported by Senator 
Glass,  V i rg in i a  Congressmen A. Wi l l i s  Robertson, Howard Worth Smith,
31 Ib id . , p. 449.
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Colga te Darden and o th e r  members of the Southern conservative 
c o a l i t i o n .  32
P re s id e n t  Roosevel t’ s most e f f e c t iv e  measure for promoting his  
New Deal programs was fe d e ra l  patronage,  which was dispensed s e le c t i v e ly  
to  s t r en g th en  p r o - a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  forces and weaken conservat ives.  In 
most of the Southern s t a t e s ,  however, r e s i s tanc e  of  local p o l i t i c a l  
l eaders  to c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  doomed any ser ious federa l  e f f o r t s  to 
l i b e r a l i z e  the s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  in any case. According to James 
P a t t e r s o n ’ s argument, such ’’s a t r a p s ” as ’’the Byrd machine in V i rg in i a , ” 
were so ’’s t r o n g ly  en t renched” with the vote rs  tha t  they ’’were invulnera­
b le  to t h r e a t s  of  lo ss  of p a t ro n a g e .” 33
A f te r  the emphasis of  the  New Deal shifted, from recovery to 
reform in 1935, the Soc ia l  S ecu r i ty  Act became one of  the major t a rg e t  
o f  a t t a c k  of  southern  c o n s e rv a t iv e  leaders.  The Senate Finance Committee 
was seen as a more formidable o b s tac le  to  the passage of the Social 
S ecu r i ty  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  because ”a very large percentage of  the members of 
t h i s  committee were from south of the Mason and Dixon l ine,  and several  
were among the  most c o n s e rv a t iv e  of a l l  s e n a to r s . ” From the very 
beg inn iag  of  the  d e l i b e r a t i o n  on the b i l l ,  Senator Byrd c r i t i c i z e d  i t s  
idea  because i t  d i c t a t e d  to s t a t e s  the amount and r e c ip ie n t s  of  pen­
s io n s .  He was j o i n t e d  in h i s  oppos it ion  by ’’near ly  a l l  of  the members of
32 Harry F. Byrd, ’’The Threa t  to  the American System,” in The 
W elfare S ta t e  and Our National Welfare, Sheldon Glueck e d . , 
(Cambridge, 1952) p . 76.
33 James T. P a t t e r s o n ,  The New Deal and the S ta te s :  Federalism In 
T ra n s i t io n  (P r ince ton ,  1969) pp. 129-207, 171.
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both the House Ways and Means Committee and the  Senate Finance Committee 
who feared  fede ra l  in t e r f e r e n c e  in s t a t e  r i g h t s . ” :,‘1 Southern members 
ha ted  the f a c t  t h a t  Northern s tandards  would be forced on the South in 
prov id ing  Socia l  S ecur i ty  b e n e f i t s  for  blacks and poor whites.
The machine p o l i t i c s  in Virg in ia  maintained the ideological  
co n s i s te n cy  in i t s  oppostion  to the New Deal throughout the 1930s. 
Although some c lo se  observers  have pointed out th a t  the Byrd organ iza­
t i o n  was in t r o u b l e  a f t e r  the  ’’ l e f t  tu rn” of the Roosevelt admin is tra ­
t i o n  in .1935, 35 i t s  p o l i t i c a l  leaders were s t i l l  conso lida ted  under the 
l e a d e r s h ip  of  Senator  Byrd defy ing  the r e a l i z a t i o n  of  the l i b e r a l  New 
Deal measures in V irg in ia .
34 Edwin E. Witte,  The Development o f  the Social S e c u r i ty  Act 
(Madison,1963) p p . 100, 153-154.
35 William B. Crawley, J r . ,  Bi l l  Tuck: A P o l i t i c a l  L i f e  in Harry 
Byrd*s V irg in ia  ( C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  1978) p . 163.; A. Cash 
Koeniger, ’’The New Deal and the S ta te s :  Roosevelt versus the 
Byrd O rgan iza t ion  in V i r g i n i a , ” The Journal o f  American History, 
V o l .68, No. 4 (May,1982) pp.877-888.
Chapter II
The V irg in ia  Emergency R e l ie f  Administration 
and the  D irec t R e l ie f  Policy, 1333-1935
As the economic s i t u a t i o n  grew worse in the midst of the Great 
Depression,  V irg in ia  s t a t e  government began to recognize the necess ity  
of adop ting  the  New Deal r e l i e f  policy  a t  the s t a t e  level. However, 
the  m a jo r i ty  of the s t a t e  p o l i t i c a l  leaders s t i l l  clung to th e i r  p r i n c i ­
p le  of f i s c a l  conserva tism  and dared, to  challenge the a u th o r i ty  of the 
Federal Emergency R e l ie f  A dm in istra tion  (FERA) and i t s  ch ie f  a d m in is t ra ­
to r ,  Harry Hopkins, from the  beginning. In th i s  chapter, the ideologica l 
c o n f l i c t  between FERA and Senator1 Byrd and Governor Peery w ill be 
examined in terms of the  problem of d i r e c t  r e l i e f  po licy  in V irginia .
In h is  inaugural address  on January 17, 1934, Governor George C. 
Peery announced the  p r in c ip le  th a t  would s e t  the course of h is 
a d m in is t r a t io n  fo r  the next fo u r  uears: ’’The one outstanding lesson th a t  
has come to  a l l  d u r ing  th e se  c r i t i c a l  days is  the need for t h r i f t  and 
economy in a l l  l in e s  of en d e a v o r . . .  We need economy in government today, 
as  we had never needed i t  b e f o r e . ” 1 Peery sought to cope with economic 
d i f f i c u l t y  by p rov id ing  s o l id  conserva tive  leadersh ip  which emphasized 
a  ba lanced  budget, a d m in is t r a t iv e  e f f ic ie n c y  and voluntarism. Although
1 ’’Inaugura l Address o f  George Campell P eery ,” January 17, 1934.
(House Document No.6, Richmond, 1934) p. 4.
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he was not a complete r e a c t io n a ry  who opposed every progressive policy, 
he was a loyal member o f  Byrd’ s organization . Peery was convinced th a t  
V irg in ia ’ s p rogress  should be based on f in an c ia l  soundness. 2
'"he devo tion  to the ’’pay-as-you-go” p r in c ip le  led Peery to 
s a c r i f i c e  u rgen t needs of the  people fo r  the f i s c a l  orthodoxy on some 
c r u c i a l  occasions  in s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  T ra d i t io n a l ly  the Commonwealth had 
s tayed  away from the bus iness  of r e l i e f  fo r  the d e s t i t u t e  and unemploy­
ed, pass ing  the  burden on to  the  l o c a l i t i e s  and p r iv a te  c h a r i t i e s .  Even 
in the midst of the  Great Depression, p o l i t i c a l  leaders in V irg in ia  
I n s i s te d  th a t  they  had f u l f i l l e d  th e i r  o b lig a tio n s  by increasing 
expen d itu re  fo r  highway c o n s tru c t io n  and c re a t in g  employment fo r  work 
r e l i e f  programs. In a d d i t io n ,  they held to  a policy  of ”no d i r e c t  
r e l i e f ” a g a in s t  the fe d e ra l  government’ s policy  u n t i l  the end of the 
f i r s t  New Deal in 1935. Peery wrote to  one of h is  supporters  in January, 
1935 th a t  ’’f in a n c ia l  in s e c u r i ty  on the p a r t  of the s t a t e ” simply would 
not promote th e  permanent s o c ia l  s e c u r i ty  of the people. 3
The Peery a d m in is t r a t io n  was a lso  the most successfu l defender 
o f  s t a t e s ’ r i g h t s .  Governor Peery joined V irg in ia ’ s Senators, Carter
G lass and Harry F. Byrd, in t h e i r  non-cooperative s tance toward the New
Deal r e l i e f  p o licy .  The Richmond Times-Dispatch c r i t i c i z e d  the ty p ica l  
a t t i t u d e  of s t a t e  p o l i t i c a l  leaders  toward r e l i e f  p o l ic ie s  :
2 Joseph A. Fry, ’’George C. Peery : Byrd Regular and Depression 
G overnor,” in Edward Younger e t .  a l .  e d s . , The Governors o f  
Virnia, 1860-1978 (C h a r lo t te s v i l l e ,  1982) pp. 261-275.
3 Peery to  Laura C. Bones, January 31, 1935. Geroge C. Peery
Executive Papers. V irg in ia  S ta te  Library, Richmond, V irg in ia .
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[ The p o l i t i c a l  leaders  were determined not to spend any of 
the S t a t e ’ *? money fo r  the need ies t  unemployed . . . .  They are  g rea t 
advocates of S ta te  r ig h t s  when such advocacy meets t h e i r  conven­
ience, but when i t  does not, they believe in l e t t i n g  Uncle Sam 
hold the  bag. 4
The l e g i s l a t i v e  se ss io n  of the General Assembly in 1934 did  not 
r e a l i z e  any s i g n i f i c a n t  measures to deal with the so c ia l  and economic 
d i s a r r a y  wrought by the Great Depression. Because of her ru ra l  and 
d i v e r s i f i e d  economy, V irg in ia  had been le ss  s e r io u s ly  a f fec ted  by the 
d ep re ss io n  than most o th e r  s t a t e s .  Having h i t  bottom in 1932, economic 
c o n d i t io n s  s t e a d i l y  improved in terms of major economic indexes such as 
value o f  i n d u s t r i a l  p roduction , number of manufacturing workers, farm in 
come and a g r i c u l tu r a l  p r ic e s .  There were s t i l l  over 125,000 unemployed, 
however, and th e  l iv in g  s tandards  of the d e s t i t u t e  were too low to be 
neg lec ted .  5
By the  enactment o f  the  Federal Emergency R e lie f  Act in May, 
1933, the  Federal Emergency R e l ie f  Administration (FERA) was e s tab l ish ed  
w ith  a budget o f  $500,000,000. This new le g is la t io n  expressed the 
Roosevelt a d m in i s t r a t io n ’ s a t t i t u d e  toward r e l i e f  policy . The ac t  
recognized  th a t  r e l i e f  was a socio-economic problem to be adm inistered 
by a  s e p a ra te  fe d e ra l  r e l  i e f  agency, ra th e r  than by the Reconstruction 
Finance C orpora tion , which had been c rea ted  by the Hoover adm in is tra t ion
4 Richmond Times-Dispatch,  December 16, 1934.
5 Ronald I .  Heinemann, Depression and New Deal in V irginia  :
The Enduring Dominion (C h a r lo t te s v i l le ,  1983) p p .195, 197.
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in  1932. FERA provided fo r  d irect;  gran ts  to  s ta te s  for r e l i e f  purposes. 
I t  recognized th a t  r e l i e f  was not the complete r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of the 
s t a t e s  and th e i r  local su b d iv is io n s ,  and tha t the federa l government 
had i t s  share o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  when s t a t e  and local resources proved 
inadequate. Although R oosevelt’ s remarks on signing the le g is la t io n  
emphasized that, s t a t e s  and l o c a l i t i e s  must do th e i r  utmost to re l ie v e  
the d e s t i t u t e  b e fo re  the  f e d e ra l  government would make funds av a i lab le ,  
the  need fo r  immediate a s s i s t a n c e  was so apparent, th a t  Harry L. Hopkins 
approved g ra n ts  to  seven s t a t e s  on the day he took o f f ic e  as head of 
FERA. 6
Under Hopkins’ le adersh ip ,  FERA proved to be one of the most 
su ccess fu l  and innova tive  o f  a l l  New Deal executive agencies. Both 
P re s id e n t  Roosevelt and Hopkins p re fe rred  work r e l i e f  to  d i r e c t  cash 
r e l i e f ,  which he o f te n  r e f e r r e d  to as ’’the d o le . ” Hopkins thought tha t 
d i r e c t  r e l i e f  might t i d e  the unemployed over for a period of a few 
months, but he b e l iev ed  th a t  the job less  were committed to the work 
e t h i c ,  ha ted  ’’th e  d o l e , ” and wanted to earn th e i r  money. The Works 
D iv is io n  of FERA c re a te d  a v a r i e ty  of local work r e l i e f  programs, some 
u s e fu l  and some being mere ’’make work” p ro jec ts .  Although FERA ru les  and 
r e g u la t io n s  s p e c i f i e d  t h a t  in the  d i s t r i b u t io n  of r e l i e f  funds ’’there  
s h a l l  be no d i s c r im in a t io n  because of race, re l ig io n ,  color, non­
6 The P ub lic  Papers and Addresses o f  Franklin D. Roosevelt ,
Vol. 2, 1933 (New York, 1938) pp. 183 -185. ; Harvard S i tk o f f  e d . , 
F i f t y  Years L a ter  : The Yew Deal Evaluated  (New York, 1985) 
pp. 71-76. Hopkins made g ran ts  of money to  Colorado, lino  is, Iowa, 
Michigan, M is s is s ip p i ,  Ohio and Texas on May 12, 1933.
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c i t i z e n s h i p , ” the problem of wage sca le  put FERA in a dilemma. The ea r ly  
wage s tandard  was a ’’f a i r  r a t e , ” which was understood as the p rev a i l in g  
loca l wage fo r  o rd inary  work. I t  meant th a t  blacks on work r e l i e f  in the 
r u r a l  South rece iv ed  as l i t t l e  as ten cents  an hour. 7
One month a f t e r  the s t a r t  of FERA, the V irg in ia  Emergency R e l ie f  
A dm in is tra tion  (VERA) was c re a te d  as a subordinate o rgan ization  of FERA. 
The V irg in ia  Commissioner o f  Public  Welfare, Arthur W. James, headed 
VERA, and William A. Smith served  as executive sec re ta ry  of the 
a d m in is t r a t io n .  FERA ap p ro p r ia te d  f in a n c ia l  a id  of f ive  hundred m illion  
d o l l a r s  fo r  the  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  p o licy  of V irg in ia  and did not deal with 
the a p p l ic a n ts  fo r  r e l i e f  programs d i r e c t ly .  Under VERA, local emergency 
r e l i e f  a d m in is t r a t io n s  were e s ta b l i s h e d  in major c i t i e s  and counties  in 
o rder  to  pay c lo se  a t t e n t i o n  to  each case. In the c i t y  of Richmond the re  
e x i s t e d  fou r  d iv i s io n s  under the  local emergency r e l i e f  adm in is tra t ion :  
Work D iv is ion , Socia l Serv ice  Bureau, T ransien t Bureau, and Subsistence 
Gardern D iv is ion . By mid-1935, 40.000 to  50, 000 people in V irg in ia  
p a r t i c ip a t e d  in over 2,500 work r e l i e f  p ro jec ts .  8
FERA-VERA o pera ted  s e v e ra l  spec ia l  p ro jec ts  fo r  p a r t i c u la r  
groups of people  such as t r a n s i e n t s ,  co llege  studen ts , and impoverished 
r u r a l  r e s id e n t s  in V irg in ia .  T ran s ien t  bureaus were e s tab l ished  in
7 I rv in g  B erns te in , A Caring S o c ie ty  : The Mew Deal, the Workers, 
and the Great Depress ion (Boston, 1985) pp. 28-35. ; William 
E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin  D. Roosevelt and the Mew Deal
(New York, 1963) p p .120-125.
8 Mary Coleman Hankins, ’’The Growth of Public Outdoor R e l ie f  in 
Richmond, V i r g i n i a , ” M.A. th e s is ,  College of William and 
Mary, 1935, p. 68.
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Richmond, Norfolk, Roanoke, Lynchburg, B r is to l ,  Danville, and Staunton 
to  take c a re  of jo b le s s  wanderers. The bureaus organized camps in 
Blackstone, Montgomery, Seaside, andTazw eli,  accommodating people who 
had been in V irg in ia  fo r  le ss  than a .year. There was a lso  a camp for 
b lacks  a t  Chatham. Later, in  October 1934, a regional t r a n s ie n t  camp was 
s e t  up a t  Fort East is which e v en tu a lly  accommodated 3,000 to 4,000 men 
and became a sel f - s u s t a in i n g  community with i t s  own work p ro jec ts  in 
the T idewater a rea .  9
The c o l le g e  s tu d en t  a id  program of FERA-VERA employed s tuden ts  
on a p a r t - t im e  b a s is  who o the rw ise  could not have continued th e i r  
s tu d ie s .  The program provided a s tuden t with $10 to $20 per month in 
r e tu r n  fo r  work such as re se a rc h  a s s is ta n c e  and school c l e r i c a l  work.
By f a l l  1934 t h i r t y - e i g h t ' c o l l e g e s  and u n iv e r s i t i e s  in V irg in ia  received 
funds from FERA-VERA p u t t in g  2, 000 s tuden ts  back to school for the new 
academic year. 10
The people in r u r a l  V irg in ia  b enefi ted  from the r e l i e f  programs
to  a g r e a t  e x te n t .  Although most of them were less  a f fec ted  by the Great
D epression than people in c i t i e s ,  many marginal farm fam ilies ,  which had 
undergone economic h a rd sh ip s  long before the depression, took advantage 
o f  the  New Deal p r o je c t s  in o rd e r  to improve th e i r  l iv in g  conditions.
In June 1935 FERA-VERA managed 21,936 ru ra l  r e l i e f  cases in V irg in ia .
9 E. E l iz a b e th  Glover, "The T rans ien t S i tu a t io n  in Richmond,”
M. A. t h e s i s ,  Col lege o f  William and Mary, 1934, pp. 25, 36, 42.
10 Arthur E. Burns and Edward A. Williams, A Survey o f  R e l i e f  and 
S e c u r i t y  Program  (Washington, D.C., 1938) pp. 12-18, 32-33.
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The c e n t r a l  Piedmont and the  mountains regions bordering Kentucky and 
West V irg in ia  had the  h ig h e s t  percentage of people on r e l i e f .  In 
a d d i t io n  to  p rov id ing  both d i r e c t  and work r e l i e f ,  FERA-VERA organized 
the r u r a l  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  p ro je c t  and provided farmers with loans to buy 
seeds, a g r i c u l t u r a l  equipment and l ives tock  which would improve th e i r  
farms. This p ro je c t  was succeeded by the Resettlement Administration in 
June 1935 and 3, 500 fa m i l ie s  were t ra n s fe r re d  to i t .  11
FERA played a s i g n i f i c a n t  ro le  in the r e l i e f  po licy  which saved 
the  l iv e s  o f  the  unemployed, the ru ra l  poor, co llege  students, and 
t r a n s i e n t s ,  w ith  an expen d itu re  o f  $26 m illion  in V irg in ia . The number 
o f  V irg in ian s  b e n e f i t in g  from FERA-VERA programs is estim ated conserva­
t i v e l y  a t  375,000 to  500,000. Despite the f a c t  tha t FERA-VERA achieved 
remarkable success  in V irg in ia ,  th e re  was a perpetual c o n f l i c t  between 
Washington and Richmond w ith regard  to the f in an c ia l  burden of the 
r e l i e f  programs. 12
From the  beginning, the d i f fe re n c e  of views on r e l i e f  po licy  
between Harry Hopkins, the c h ie f  of FERA, and the adm in is tra to rs  of 
FERA, was very  ev iden t .  Hopkins had always emphasized the c r i t i c a l  need 
fo r  a la rg e  amount of emergency r e l i e f  and was not s a t i s f i e d  with the 
slow and p ass iv e  r e a c t io n s  of VERA. V irg in ia  s t a t e  ad m in is tra to rs  had 
l i t t l e  sympathy w ith  the people’ s demand fo r  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  programs and
11 B. L. Hummel and C. G. Bennett, Magnitude o f  the Emergency 
R e l i e f  Program in Rural V irginia  (Blacksburg, 1937) pp .20-23.
12 Final S t a t i s t i c a l  Report o f  the FERA (Washington, D, C., 1942) 
pp. 103-104.
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re fu sed  to  take an a c t iv e  r o le  in r e l i e f  d i s t r ib u t io n .  Providing 
emergency d i r e c t  r e l i e f  promptly and e f fe c t iv e ly  was not th e i r  primary 
concern. 13
The f i r s t  major disagreement between FERA and VERA arose in the 
f a l l  of 1933 when FERA’ s f i e l d  rep resen ta t iv e ,  Allan Johnstone, had a 
conference with Senator Harry F. Byrd and Governor-elect George C. Peery 
in Washington D.C. The two V irg in ia  p o l i t i c ia n s  made i t  c le a r  th a t  the 
S ta te  could not r a i s e  funds fo r  r e l i e f  on the grounds th a t  i t  had 
a l re a d y  had a f in a n c ia l  d e f i c i t  and had launched programs to  improve 
p u b lic  schools  and insane asylums. Then Johnstone proposed th a t  VERA 
should be organ ized  more e f f i c i e n t l y  and th a t  the appointments of a l l  
personnel had to  be approved by FERA. He a lso  requested th a t  the r e l i e f  
s tan d a rd  of V irg in ia  be r a i s e d  to meet the  ac tu a l  demands of the 
d e s t i t u t e .  14
For a l l  Jo h n sto n e’ s e f f o r t s ,  the response of VERA was fa r  from 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  fo r  the a d m in is t ra to r s  of FERA. On October 28, 1933 
Johnstone f i n a l l y  te leg rap h ed  a note  to  VERA adm in is tra t ion  th a t  FERA 
would not g ra n t  money to  V irg in ia  because the Commonwealth had used 
f e d e ra l  a id s  ” to  p ro secu te  a program of r e l i e f  so inadequate as to  be 
a b s o lu te ly  i n d e f e n s i b l e . ” 15
13 William R. Brock, Welfare, Democracy, and the New Deal (Cambridge
1988) pp. 151-152, 225.; Arthur W. James, The S ta te  Becomes a
Socia l Worker (Richmond, 1942) pp. 273-275. ; Harry Hopkins, 
Spending to  Save : The Complete H is tory  o f  R e l i e f  (New York,
1936) pp. 97-98.
14 Brock, o p . c i t . ,  p. 227.
15 Ib id . ,  p . 228.
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In o rder  to  c a l c u l a t e  the  amount of federa l g ran ts  to each 
s t a t e ,  FERA adopted the  do lla r-m a tch ing  method which took account of not 
only s t a t e  popu la tion  but o th e r  fa c to rs  such as per c a p i ta  income, 
p roperty ,  and tax payment as c r i t e r i a .  Hopkins was allowed some 
d i s c r e t i o n  in f ig u r in g  out the federal g ran ts  to every s ta t e .  There 
was room fo r  him to make excep tions  in case a s t a t e  had problems 
f in an c in g  the  matching p o r t io n  of the r e l i e f  appropria tion  fo r  some 
reason. Counting on t h i s  d i s c r e t i o n  given to  Hopkins, adm in is tra to rs  of 
VERA d id  not c o n t r ib u te  t h e i r  share  to the r e l i e f  programs in i t ia ted ,  
by FERA. 16
In an e f f o r t  to  avoid  term inating ap p rop ria tion  of the federal 
g ra n ts  of $4,000,000 to  V irg in ia ,  Harry Hopkins made public  h is  
c o n c i l i a to r y  proposal in March 1934. He demanded th a t  V irg in ia  c o n t r i ­
bu te  $2,000,000 in o rd e r  to  be q u a l i f i e d  fo r  the federa l g ran t  of 
$4, 000, 000 and th a t  the balance should be paid by local governments in 
V irg in ia .  17
Soon a f t e r  Hopkins’ announcement, V irg in ia  s t a t e  o f f i c i a l s  
a rranged  a conference w ith  him. On April 12, 1934, Hopkins met Senator 
Byrd and Governor Peery in  Washington D.C. again. The r e s u l t  of the 
meeting was t h a t  Hopkins gave in to  th e i r  r e s is ta n c e  to  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  
programs and a l lo c a t e d  th e  fe d e ra l  expenditure of approximately 
$6,000,000 to  VERA through Feburary 1935. According to  a p r iv a te  l e t t e r
16 Robert F. Hunter, ’’V irg in ia  and the New D eal,” in John Braemen,
Robert H. Bremner, and David Brody, e d s . , The New Deal, Vol. 2:
The S ta t e  and Local Leve ls  (Colombus, 1975) p. 107.
17 Ib id . ,  pp. 108-109.
33
Peery wrote to  Hopkins, Johnstone of FERA once asked P res iden t 
Roosevelt, to no a v a i l ,  whether he could persuade Senator Byrd to agree 
to any c o n t r ib u t io n  from V irg in ia  to the FERA d i r e c t  r e l i e f  program. 18 
In October 1934, Hopkins again t r i e d  to cut o ff  the federal 
funds to  V irg in ia .  All th a t  Governor Peery did in response was to 
ex p la in  V i rg in ia ’ s own way of providing r e l i e f  fo r  the needy. He sa id  
that, h is  s t a t e  had spen t $3, 000, 000 of i t s  expenditures on highways and 
$14,000,000 fo r  work r e l i e f  in the past two years. Peery a lso  pointed 
out t h a t  ne ighboring  s t a t e s  w ith comparable populations, such as West 
V irg in ia  and North C aro lina ,  had received more federa l g ran ts  than 
V irg in ia  and questioned  the  f a i r n e s s  of the matching formula used by 
FERA. On the o th e r  hand, Hopkins argued th a t  FERA decided a s t a t e ’ s 
c o n t r ib u t io n  based on i t s  c a p a c i ty  to bear the f i s c a l  burden of the 
r e l i e f  program. Since V irg in ia  had a r e l a t iv e ly  low d e f i c i t ,  i t  was 
expected to be re s p o n s ib le  fo r  a g rea te r  share of the f in a n c ia l  
burden. 19
According to  the  s t a t i s t i c s  of September 1934, the numbers of 
r e l i e f  case load and in d iv id u a ls  on r e l i e f  in V irg in ia  were 36,418 and 
156,597 re s p e c t iv e ly ,  and th e  percentage of b e n e f ic ia r ie s  in the to t a l  
p o p u la t io n  was 6 .4  per cen t .  By May 1935 the number increased to  a peak 
o f  51,919 cases  and about 250,000 ind iv iduals .  More than s ix ty  per cent
18 Peery to  Hopkins, A pril  17, 1934, George C. Peery Executive 
Papers, Archieves Section , V irg in ia  S ta te  Library, Richmond,
Vi r g in ia .
19 Peery to  Hopkins, October 17, 25, 1934, George C. Peery 
Executive  Papers.
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o f  the  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  of r e l i e f  programs lived  in ru ra l  a reas, e sp ec ia l ly  
in the  southw estern  p a r t  of V irg in ia  where many unemployed coal miners 
and low income mountain farmers resided . However, the percentage of 
people on r e l i e f  was h igher in b ig  c i t i e s :  one out of nine in urban 
a rea s  compared to one out o f  th i r t e e n  in farm areas. Richmond shared 9 
per cen t  and Norfolk 8 .2  per cen t of the t o t a l  resources provided in 
V irg in ia  between 1933 and 1935. 20
From June 1933 to  i t s  term ination  in November 1935, FERA had 
g ran ted  $26,303,851 to  V irg in ia .  This was n ine ty  per cent of the s t a t e ’ s 
r e l i e f  c o s t .  The s t a t e  provided only $34,452, mainly fo r  adm in is tra t ion , 
and the  l o c a l i t i e s  a p p ro p r ia ted  $2,248,924 fo r  t h e i r  own r e l i e f  programs 
in communities. The amount of f e d e ra l  g ran ts  ranked t h i r t y - t h i r d  among 
the  f o r ty - e i g h t  s t a t e s  and i t  was much lower than those of o ther 
ne ighboring  s t a t e s  of s im i la r  c h a ra c te r .  For example, federa l gran ts  
were $45,900,000 in West V irg in ia ,  $39,000,000 in North Carolina, 
$37,300,000 in South C aro lina , and $35,700,000 in Maryland. 21
Although the  p ro p o r t io n  o f  people on r e l i e f  was fa r  lower in 
V irg in ia  than t h a t  of ne ighboring  s t a t e s ,  i t  was not n ece ssa r i ly  because 
V irg in ia  was b e t t e r  o f f .  Rather, i t  was due to  the f a c t  th a t  the 
e l i g i b i l i t y  requ irem en ts  were so s t r i c t .  Furthermore, the average amount 
sp en t on r e l i e f  was $9.50 per case  and $2.20 per ind iv idual, compared to  
th e  n a t io n a l  average of over $20 per case. I t  was $ 14.42 in North
20 Joseph A. Fry, ’’George C. Peery : Byrd Regular and Depression 
Governor, ” in Edward Younger e t . a l . , e d s . , The Governors o f  
V irg in ia  1860-1978 (C h a r lo t te s v i l le ,  1982) p .321.
21 James, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 259-260.
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C aro lina , $14.42 in West V irg in ia  and $30.24 in Maryland. Other data  
show th a t  f i f t e e n  to  e ig h teen  per cent of r e l i e f  expenditure was spent 
on a d m in is t r a t iv e  c o s ts  in V irg in ia ,  while the n a tiona l average was 
around ten  per cen t.  In the  Commonwealth the b a r r ie r  for en try  into 
r e l i e f  programs was h igher  than in o ther s ta t e s ,  and even i f  accepted, 
the  lev e l  of p ro te c t io n  was f a r  from s a t i s f a c to r y  fo r  the needy in the 
G reat Depression. These problems caused b i t t e r  c o n f l i c t  among FERA, VERA 
and the  s t a t e  government. 22
Agreement on d i r e c t  r e l i e f  po licy  between the federa l government 
and the  s t a t e  government of V irg in ia  was never r e a l iz e d  under FERA-VERA. 
The r e l a t i o n s h ip  between FERA and the governor was c e r t a in  to  be 
d i f f i c u l t  in  V irg in ia .  Although FERA had i t s  own requirement fo r  the 
approval of s t a t e  s t a f f ,  i t  could not change the governor’ s r ig h t  to 
ap p o in t  and d ism iss  s t a t e  d i r e c to r s .  I t  was o f ten  more convenient fo r  
FERA to ag ree  to  an appointment made by FERA than to  engage in a long 
d is p u te  w hile  no th ing  had been done. 23
In  the  summer o f  1935, when P res iden t Roosevelt appointed Harry 
Hopkins as  c h i e f  a d m in is t r a to r  of the newly e s tab l ish ed  Works Progress 
A d m in is t ra t io n  (WPA), the  c e n te r  of the r e l i e f  po licy  s h i f te d  from 
d i r e c t  r e l i e f  programs to  work r e l i e f  p ro je c ts .  William Smith of 
P e te rsbu rg ,  who headed VERA, became d i r e c to r  of the  V irg in ia  Works
22 Heinemann, o p . c i t . ,  Appendixes I and J, pp .202-206.; The United 
S ta te s  Bureau o f  the  Census, S t a t i s t i c a l  A bstract o f  the United 
S ta te s ,  1935.
23 Brock, o p . c i t . ,  p. 176.
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P rogress  A dm in is tra tion  and VERA hold-overs s ta f fe d  the WPA in V irginia . 
The WPA was a r e p l i c a  of FERA on a much la rge r  scale . The WPA spent more 
money on the new c o n s tru c t io n  o f  roads, schools, sewer and water 
systems, b r idges ,  parks and re c re a t io n a l  areas than FERA, which had 
co n ce n tra te d  on r e p a i r  and improvement work. 2/1
FERA-VERA b e n e f i te d  urban blacks as well as ru ra l  poor whites. 
T h i r ty - s ix  per cen t o f  V i rg in ia ’ s population was black, which was twice 
th a t  of the n a t io n a l  average. In V irg in ia  the re  were 79,263 unemployed 
workers in March 1935. Among them, 12,474 were farm laborers, 12,086 
dom estics , 11,552 u n s k i l l e d  and 10,881 sem isk illed  workers. Black 
dominated in  domestic and u n s k i l l e d  jobs. 25
Governmental r e l i e f  meant an improvement of l iv in g  standards 
among b lacks . Those s tan d ard s  were s t i l l  in c red ib ly  low, but they were 
b e t t e r  under FERA than  they had been before. Local agencies of FERA 
provided  food, c lo th in g ,  and employment fo r  blacks in economic 
d i f f i c u l t y .  F o r r e s t e r  B. Washington, the so c ia l  worker who served as the 
FERA’ s f i r s t ,  a d v is e r  on race  r e la t io n s ,  c a l le d  FERA ”a godsend to  the 
Negro o f  the  m asses .” 26
According to  FERA’ s f i r s t  r e l i e f  census, the share of FERA 
b e n e f i t s  d ispensed  to  b lacks  exceeded th e i r  proportion of the to ta l  
p o pu la t ion .  I t  re p o r te d  th a t  n a t io n a l ly  more than two m illion  blacks
24 Ronald L. Heinemann, ’’Workers on Welfare : The WPA in
V i r g i n i a , ” V irg in ia  Socia l Science Journal 8 (November, 1973) 
pp. 62-67.
25 Hunter, o p . c i t . ,  p. 110.
26 F o r r e s t e r  B. Washington, ’’The Negro and R e l i e f , ” Proceedings
o f  the  National Conference o f  Social Work (1934) pp. 190-191.
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were on FERA r e l i e f  in 1933, and the percentage of blacks on r e l i e f  was 
17.8, whereas th a t  of whi te s  was 9.. 5 per cent. By 1935, the number of 
b lacks  on r e l i e f  had r i s e n  to 3,500,000, almost 30 per cent of the to ta l  
b lack popu la tion , and an a d d i t io n a l  200, 000 blacks were working on the 
WPA work r e l i e f  p ro je c t s .  v' 7
Along w ith  m a te r ia l  a id ,  FERA had education programs which 
s t a r t e d  schools  to  teach i l l i t e r a t e  ad u l ts  to read and w rite , c la sse s  
rang ing  from typing and stenography to a r t  and music, and in s t ru c t io n  in 
home economics and p la n t in g  vege tab les ,  r a is in g  livestock , and canning 
food. These programs played an important ro le  in improving the q u a l i ty  
of l i f e  among b lacks  as well as whites who were in economic h a rd s h ip s .28
However, th e re  were la rg e  inequ ities  in the way FERA r e l i e f  was 
d i s t r i b u t e d  between w hites  and blacks. Blacks were paid lower wages than 
w hites  and were h i re d  only a f t e r  white workers had found jobs, and even 
then were employed only as u n sk i l le d  laborers. In most cases blacks were 
excluded from prom ising jobs in s p i t e  of FERA's non-d iscrim ination  
p o licy .  This d is c r im in a t io n  happened mainly because s t a t e  and local 
o f f i c i a l s  who c o n t ro l l e d  the  r e l i e f  adm in is tra t ion  on the reg ional level 
took r a c i a l  d is c r im in a t io n  fo r  granted, and re f le c te d  th e i r  s trong  
p re ju d ic e  a g a in s t  c o lo re d  people  in the d i s t r i b u t io n  of r e l i e f .  Even 
l i b e r a l  o f f i c i a l s  l ik e  Lorena Hickok who worked e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  fo r  
Harry Hopkins and h i s  FERA had sympathy fo r  the point of view of the
27 Federal Emergency R e l ie f  Administration, Unemployment R e l i e f  
Census, Report I I  (Washington D. C., 1933)
28 E sther  Morris Douty, ’’FERA and the Rural Negro,” Survey  LXX 
(Ju ly  1934) pp. 215-216.
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s t a t e  and loca l  a d m in is t r a to r s .  She toured throughout the country 
in v e s t ig a t in g  the s i t u a t i o n  o f  the r e l i e f  policy  fo r  the Roosevelt 
a d m in is t ra t io n .  A fte r  she observed conditions  in the South, she was 
convinced th a t  a double s tan d ard  of wages and ra c ia l  c l a s s i f i c a t io n s  in 
the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of r e l i e f  could be acceptable  in terms of t r a d i t io n a l  
s t a t e  and loca l  p o l i t i c s .  The idea  of non-d iscrim ination  of within FSRA 
was too r a d ic a l  to  be r e a l i z e d  on the reg ional level. 29
The bus iness  of d i r e c t  r e l i e f  led by FERA-VERA in the ea r ly  
years  o f  the New Deal rep re sen ted  a ty p ica l  c o n f l i c t  between the 
p r a c t i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  adop ting  New Deal measures a t  the s t a t e  level 
and the  dominant ideology o f  conserva tive  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  in V irginia . 
While V irg in ia  accep ted  o r  welcomed the b e n e f i ts  from the federal 
government to the  needy in the  midst of the Great Depression, she 
re fu se d  to  compromise with the  new d i r e c t io n  th a t  the Roosevelt 
a d m in is t r a t io n  was t ry in g  to  take.
Although the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between FERA and V irg in ia  was not 
good a t  a l l ,  the  f a c t  th a t  VERA was e s ta b l ish e d  exc lusive ly  to  assume 
the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  r e l i e f  programs in V irg in ia  should not be 
overlooked. Before VERA was formed, the re  e x is ted  only local r e l i e f  
p r o je c t s  developed s p o ra d ic a l ly  under the Department of Public Welfare. 
In th a t  sense , the  development of r e l i e f  programs i n i t i a t e d  by FERA-VERA 
and i t s  su ccess io n  to  the  WPA marked the heyday of the New Deal reform 
po licy .
29 Nancy J . Weiss, Farewel l to the Party o f  Lincoln : Black 
P o l i t i c s  in the Age o f  FDR (Princeton, 1983) p. 59.
Chapter I I I  
The Unemployment Compensation Act in V irginia
Although the New Deal could not change the conservative s t a t e  
p o l i t i c s  in V irg in ia ,  i t  d id  transform  the so c ia l  welfare system of the 
Commonwealth to some e x te n t  in the  la te  1930s. Instead of the voluntary 
e f f o r t s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  leaders .  V irg in ia  was aimost forced to implement 
unemployment compensation and so c ia l  s e c u r i ty  programs through coercive 
fe d e ra l  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  because of the long negligence in providing 
adequate economic s e c u r i t y  fo r  the  d e s t i tu te ,  V irg in ia ’ s advances in 
s o c ia l  w e lfa re  remained minimal compared to the progress in o ther 
s t a t e s .  In  t h i s  and i t s  succeeding chapter, the l e g i s la t iv e  process of 
V irg in ia  Unemployment Compensation Act and Public Welfare Act w il l  be 
examined emphasizing on the re a c t io n  of conservative  p o l i t i c a l  leaders 
to  the  enactment.
On January  3, .1936, Governor George C. Peery s ta r te d  h is  annual 
add ress  a t  the  opening se s s io n  of the General Assembly with an o p t im is ­
t i c  view of th e  new year. Although Peery admitted th a t  the Commonwealth 
was s t i l l  in  the  g r ip  of the  Great Depression, he presented b r ig h t  
p ro sp ec ts  th a t  she had come through the worst p a r t  of the economic 
d e c l in e  and was on the  way to recovery in terms of her modest d e f i c i t ,  
reduced bonded indebtedness and the increase  of manufacturing workers. 1
1 Address o f  George C. Peery, January S, 1936. (Senate Document 
No.l, Richmond, 1936), pp. 1-2.
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Since the  in au g u ra tio n  in January 1934, Peery had sought to cope
with the economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  by providing steady, conservative
lead ersh ip .  He emphasized a balanced budget, adm in is tra t ive  e f f ic ie n c y  
and vo lun ta r ism  in h is  s t a t e  p o l i t i c s .  V irg in ia ’ s d e f i c i t  was o r ig in a l ly  
small compared with th a t  of o th e r  s ta te s .  P ar t ly  due to  h is  
a d m in is t r a t iv e  s k i l l ,  the d e f i c i t  of s t a t e  government was reduced from 
$2,291,482 in June 1934 to  $1,728,806 in June 1935. In a time when 
f in a n c ia l  i n t e g r i t y  was regarded  as a hard and f a s t  ru le ,  the record 
could be c a l le d  a triumph of Peery’ s p o l i t i c s .  2
The number of the  unemployed was s t i l l  over 125,000 in 1935, 
however. This was 8 .6  % o f  t o t a l  population. From Ju ly  1934 through June 
1935, the  average r e l i e f  r o l l s  stood a t  208,626. The percentage of
r e s id e n t s  re c e iv in g  r e l i e f  was e s p e c ia l ly  higher in urban areas than in
r u r a l  reg ions  : 9 .6  X in Richmond, 10.0 % in Roanoke, 11.6 % in Norfolk, 
13. 6 % in Portsmouth. The governor could not ignore the need fo r  
e x ten s iv e  a p p ro p r ia t io n s  fo r  the  d e s t i tu te .  He admitted th a t  the time 
had come fo r  the  s t a t e  government to  abandon the longtime p r in c ip le  of 
” no d i r e c t  r e l i e f ” in V irg in ia .  In h is  address on January 8 Governor 
Peery r e l u c t a n t l y  showed h is  read iness  to bear the s t a t e  f in a n c ia l  
burden occasioned by the emergency and recommended an app rop ria tion  of 
$ 1,330,000 p lu s  $ 500,000 from the  reserve, fund by p r o f i t s  from the 
A lcoholic  Beverage Control Board, fo r  the purpose of emergency r e l i e f . 3
2 I b id . , pp. 5-6.
3 Address o f  George C. Peery, o p . c i t p. 18.
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The change of the s t a t e ’ s r e l i e f  policy  was mainly encouraged by the 
announcement of P re s id e n t  F rank lin  D. Roosevelt in January 1935 tha t 
the fe d e ra l  government would q u i t  the business of d i r e c t  r e l i e f  to the 
d e s t i t u t e  throughout the  n a t io n . '1 Thus Peery had come to admit the need 
of some permanent system to p ro te c t  the people’ s economic secu r i ty .  5 
In August 1935, f iv e  months before the opening of the General 
Assembly, the  United S ta te s  Congress had passed the Social Security  Act. 
The two V irg in ia  Senators , Byrd and Glass, paired  a g a in s t  the b i l l ,  and 
fou r  V irg in ian  Congressmen, Bland, Burch, Darden, and Robertson joined 
n ine  o th e r  Democrats in o p p o s i t io n  in the House.6 T i t l e  I of the ac t  
provided g ra n ts  to  the s t a t e s  to  pay h a l f  the cos t of Old Age 
A ss is tance .  I t  e s ta b l i s h e d  the general conditions a s t a t e  must adopt to 
be e l i g i b l e  fo r  fe d e ra l  money, how payment to the s t a t e s  should be made, 
and how the  program was to  be adm iniste red  fo r  those of age s ix ty - f iv e  
or  over who were e l i g i b l e .  T i t l e  IV au thorized  federa l g ran ts  to the 
s t a t e s  fo r  Aid to  Dependent Children. I t  was to provide a federal 
c o n t r ib u t io n  to  what in V irg in ia  had previously  been ca l le d  mothers’ 
pensions. I f  a s t a t e  developed an approved plan, the Secretary  of the 
T reasury  would pay one t h i r d  of the  cos t  of the b en ef i ts  up to a monthly 
maximum o f  $ 18 fo r  th e  f i r s t  dependent ch i ld  and $ 12 fo r  subsquent
4 William R. Brock, Welfare , Democracy and the Mew Deal 
(Cambridge,1988), pp. 151-152, 225.
5 Address o f  George C. Peery, o p .c i t . ,  pp. 19-22.
6 Congressional Record: Proceedings and Debates o f  the F irs t  
Sess ion  o f  the  Seventy-Fourth Congress, Vol. 79, Part 12 
(Washington D. C. ,1935) pp. 12759-12760, 12793-12794.
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dependent c h i ld re n .  These two pub lic  a ss is ta n c e  programs required  urgent 
p a r t i c ip a t i o n  o f  the s t a t e s .  Furthermore, the t i t l e s  I I I  and IX provided 
f e d e r a l - s t a t e  Unemployment Insurance. Governor Peery’ s primary concern 
was how the Commonwealth could implement the na tional so c ia l  welfare 
system with a minimal v io l a t i o n  o f  the s t a t e ’ s f in an c ia l  i n t e g r i t y . 7
Since 1927 w e lfa re  func tions  in V irg in ia  had been concentrated  
in  the  S ta te  Department o f  Public  Welfare. The Department was e s ta b l i s h ­
ed a f t e r  a comprehensive s tudy of the S ta te  government done by the New 
York Bureau o f  Municipal Research in 1926. As the repo rt  concluded :
When the  o rg a n iz a t io n s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  the spending of S ta te  
a p p ro p r ia t io n s  a re  c r i t i c a l l y  examined and the r e s u l t  of t h e i r  
expen d itu re  ap p ra ised ,  i t  is  c le a r  th a t  the d e c e n tra l iz a t io n  of 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  pub lic  w elfare  work fu rn ishes  a cons tan tly  
in c re a s in g  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  waste of money and e f fo r t s ,  and 
c o n t r ib u te s  to  the  p e rp e tu a t io n  of idea ls  of public  welfare 
work, which a re  not in accord with modern conceptions of what 
t h i s  im portant S ta te  fu n c tio n  rep resen ts .  8
Although the r e p o r t  commended th a t  V irg in ia  had succeeded in 
e n a c t in g  pu b lic  w e lfa re  l e g i s l a t i o n  in the ea r ly  1920s, i t s  e f f o r t s  had 
been ’’la rg e ly  wasted because of the  f a i l u r e  to  incorporate  a sound 
a d m in is t r a t iv e  p lan in to  law .” The c rea t io n  of a s in g le  S ta te  
departm ent was recommended to  c o rd in a te  various w elfare programs. The 
S ta te  Board o f  P ub lic  Welfare was reorganized in to  a newly c rea ted
7 Address o f  George C. Peery, o p .c i t . ,  pp. 19-22.
8 New York Bureau o f  Municipal Research, Organization and 
Management o f  the  S ta t e  Government o f  V irginia  (Richmond, 
1927), p. 131.
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Department of Pub lic  Welfare with a. Commissioner appointed by the 
governor. 9
On the  loca l leve l,  however, the public  w elfare programs had 
been under the  in f luence  of the o u t-o f -d a te  poor law and i n s t i t u t i o n a l ­
ized p a te rn a l ism  s in ce  the  l a s t  century. By 1930, only 12 counties  and 
5 c i t i e s  had a su p e r in ten d en t  o f  w elfare. The r e s t  of the S ta te  s t i l l  
had o v e rsee rs  o f  the poor and p r iv a te  welfare o rgan iza tions  in order to  
provide  fo r  the  d e s t i t u t e .  10
According to  the  d e f in i t i o n  by Commissioner of Public Welfare in 
1938, William S ta u f fe r ,  th e  term ’’public  w elfare” r e fe r re d  to ”a group 
of  s e rv ic e s  and fu n c t io n s  having to  do with the care, treatm ent and 
r e l i e f  of those  members o f  s o c ie ty  who a re  a n t i - s o c ia l ,  who a re  morally 
o r  m entally  incompetent, or who s u f fe r  under adverse economic conditions  
in a degree th a t  re q u ire s  governmental in te rv en tio n  or a i d . ” S tau ffe r  
c a l l e d  th e se  groups the  d e l in q u en ts ,  the d e fec tiv es  and the dependents, 
r e s p e c t iv e ly  and e s t im a ted  th a t  more than th i r te e n  cents out of each 
d o l l a r  V irg in ian s  paid as taxes  was spent on them. 11
In th e  1930s, the  Department of Public Welfare consis ted  of 
f i v e  major boards: (1) S ta te  Board of Public Welfare, (2) S ta te  Prison 
Board, (3) S ta t e  H osp ita l  Board, (4) S ta te  Commission fo r  Blind,
9 Joseph Cepuran, Public  A ss is tance  and Child Welfare : The 
V irg in ia  P a t te rn ,  1646 to  1964 (C h a r lo t te s v i l le ,  1968) p. 18.
10 A rthur James, The S ta t e  Becomes a Social Worker (Richmond, 1942) 
p p .252-259.
11 Ib id . ,  pp. 25-26.
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(5) I n d u s t r i a l  School Board, Under the S ta te  Board of Public Welfare, 
th e re  were mainly f iv e  bureaus : Bureau of Public Assistance, Children’ s 
Bureau, Mental Hygiene Bureau, War Service Bureau and Bureau of 
S t a t i s t i c s  and I n v e s t i g a t i o n s . 1" In terms of expenditures, t o t a l  public 
w e lfa re  c o s ts  in V irg in ia  amounted to $ 4,443,284 in the f i s c a l  year 
1937, an inc rease  $1,481,816 over 1929. Most of th i s  was accounted for 
by the  growth o f  s t a t e  a id  to  loca l  public welfare u n its .  13
Before the r e o rg a n iz a t io n  of public w elfare system was launched 
in 1927, the  only p u b lic  a s s i s ta n c e  program already  opera ting  in 
V irg in ia  was the  Mother’ s Aid, which provided economic p ro tec tion  for 
the  c h i ld r e n  of fa m i l ie s  with no bread winners. At the beginning of the 
1930s, 110 fa m il ie s  and 309 c h i ld re n  received a id . This represented  only 
0 .4  % o f  t o t a l  f a m i l ie s  in the  s t a t e ,  and only 4 % of those e l ig ib l e
a c t u a l l y  rece ived  a id .  The t o t a l  cost of the program was $ 21,300, and
the  average monthly payment per family was $ 16.52. Compared to the 
o th e r  47 s t a t e s  and th e  D i s t r i c t  of Columbia, V irg in ia  ranked in the 
lowest e ig h th  in the  percen tage  o f  fam ilies  aided and the lowest ten th  
in  the  amount o f  the  monthly payment. Because the Social Security  Act of 
1935 req u ire d  th e  c r e a t io n  of th re e  kinds of s t a t e  public  a s s is ta n c e  
programs th a t  would meet the fed e ra l  standards to get federa l g ran ts  
based on th e  matching formula, the most s ig n i f i c a n t  function  of the
12 I b id . ,  p . 26-27.^
13 Arthur James, ’’Local Welfare Development,” The Commonwealth,
Vol. I l l ,  No. 12 (December, 1936) pp .16 -17 .; W.M. S tau ffe r ,  
’’P ub lic  Welfare in V i r g in i a , ” The Commonwealth, Vol.VI, No. 1 
( J a n u a ry ,1939) pp. 15-18.
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Department r e s te d  upon the Bureau of Public Assistance. 11 In May 1936 
Governor Peery sen t a l e t t e r  to the Department of Public Welfare with 
regard  to  the t r a n s f e r  of f e d e ra l  Work Progress Administration (WPA) 
personnel to  the Public  A ss is tan ce  Division. He had expected th a t  the 
Mothers’ s Aid program o f V irg in ia  would be admitted to  q u a l ify  for the 
fe d e ra l  g ra n ts  in the  near  fu tu re .  15 When the s t a t e  of V irg in ia  
subm itted  i t s  Mother’ s Aid plan to  the Social Security  Board in the f a i l  
o f  1936* however, W. L. P a in te r ,  D irector of Children’ s Bureau n o t i f ie d  
Frank B,ane, Regional D irec to r  of the Region IV, th a t  V irg in ia ’ s plan did 
not meet the  fe d e ra l  requ irem ents .  I t s  inadequencies were due, in par t ,  
to  the  way i t  was adm in is te red .  16 The Superintendents of the poor and 
the  ten  members o f  the  county boards of w elfare, who were d i r e c t ly  in 
charge of p u b l ic  a s s i s t a n c e  programs in each d i s t r i c t ,  were s trong ly  
in f luenced  by c o n se rv a t iv e  loca l  p o l i t i c s .  They were appointees of the 
c i r c u i t  judge, and o f te n  served  as ac t in g  agents of the machine p o l i t i c s  
in the  Commonwealth. 17
With regard  to  the s t a t e ’ s implementation of the federa l un­
employment insurance  system o f  the  Social Security  Act, Governor Peery
14 Ronald L. Heinemann, Depression and New Deal in V irginia : The 
Enduring Dominion (C h a r lo t te s v i l l e ,  1983) p. 156.
15 Peery to  th e  Department o f  Public Welfare, May 4, 1936. George
C. Peery Executive Papers, Box 75, Public Assistance Division, 
Archives D iv is ion , V irg in ia  S ta te  Library, Richmond, V irg in ia .
16 Paul H. Douglas, Socia l S e c u r i ty  in the United S ta te s  : An
A n a ly s is  and Appraisal o f  the Federal Social S ecu r ity  Act -
(New York, 1936) p p .188-189.
17 Brock, o p . c i t . ,  p. 57.
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was ca u t io u s  from the beginning. In the spring  of 1935, he had a lready  
r e f e r r e d  a thorough study  o f  the  s t a t e  Unemployment Insurance to the 
L e g i s la t iv e  Advisory Council. This body consis ted  of s ix  appointees by 
the  governor. Three were e le c te d  from the s t a t e  Senate and th ree  from 
the  House o f  D elegates. The Tax Commissioner a lso  attended the Council. 
I t  subm itted  a f in a l  r e p o r t  b e fo re  the opening of 1936 session  which 
recommended the  enactment o f  an Unemployment Insurance law and proposed 
a b i l l  d r a f te d  a long the  fed e ra l  guide l ines .  Peery commented 
fav o rab ly  on the  Council’ s work in h is  address of the General Assembly 
on January  8, 1936. 18
As the  adoption  o f  a s t a t e  Unemployment Insurance would 
n e c e s s ia te  tax  inc rease ,  Peery’ s dec ision  was a t  odds with h is  usual 
f i s c a l  conservatism . But he had a s trong  incen tive  to  urge such a move 
because the  law provided th a t  a s t a t e  would lose the e n t i r e  c o n tr ib u tio n  
o f  i t s  m anufacturers  to the f e d e ra l  Unemployment Compensation fund i f  i t  
d id  not s e t  up a s t a t e  unemployment insurance system. Peery thought 
t h a t  the  h igher taxes  would be b e t t e r  than the loss of the con tribu ted  
money. The f e d e ra l  Socia l S e c u r i ty  Act provided the mandatory payment of 
th e  uniform fe d e ra l  e x c ise  tax  of 1 % in 1936, 2 % in 1937 and 3 % 
t h e r e a f t e r  on p a y ro l l s  of a l l  employers of e igh t  or more employees. 
N inety per  cen t  o f  the  c o n t r ib u t io n  was to be re turned  only to  those 
s t a t e s  w ith  s a t i s f a c t o r y  s t a t e  unemployment insurance a c ts .  This system 
was c a l l e d  th e  t a x - o f f s e t  and i t  was used widely to  promote s t a t e
18 Address of George C. Peery, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 21-23.
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enactments through economic incen tives .  19 The V irg in ia ’ s co s t was 
e s t im a ted  $ 3,000,000 in 1936 and $ 9,000,000 by the end of 1938. The 
d e a d l in e  of the  s t a t e ’ s enactment in order to p a r t i c ip a te  in the federal 
system was on December 31, 1936. 20
On January  15, 1936, s t a t e  Senators John S. B a t t le  and Morgan R. 
M ills  in troduced  the Unemployment Compensation b i l l  (Senate B il l ,  No.30) 
and r e f e r r e d  i t  to  the Committee on F inance .21 During the d e l ib e ra t io n  
on the b i l l ,  two major c o n f l i c t i n g  amendments were proposed and i t s  
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y  was ques tioned . Senator B a t t le  introduced an amend­
ment p rov id ing  th a t  the  Commonwealth should p a r t i c ip a te  in the federa l 
unemployment insurance system reg a rd le ss  of the problem of i t s  c o n s t i tu ­
t i o n a l i t y .  I t  s a id  th a t  i t  would not be too la te  fo r  the s t a t e  to  make
19 A rthur J. Altmeyer, The Formative Years of Social Security ,
(Madison, 1966) pp. 15,21. ; Edwin E. Witte, The Development o f
the  Soc ia l S e c u r i ty  Act (Madison, 1963), p p .133-134.
20 Joseph A. Fry, ’’The O rganization  in Control : George Campbell
Peery, Governor o f  V irg in ia ,  1934-1938,” in Edward Younger, 
e t .  a l . , e d s . , The Governors o f  Virginia, 1860-1978 
( C h a r lo t t e s v i l l e ,  1982), p .322.
21 Journal o f  the  Senate  o f  Commonwealth o f  Virginia  (Richmond, 
1936) p p .43. 127. The f u l l  t i t l e  was : A b i l l  to  provide for 
Unemployment Compensation in V irg in ia  ; to  th a t  end to c rea te  
an Unemployment Compensation Board and to  define  and provide fo r  
the  appointment, removal, compensation, cos ts  and expenses of 
such Board, and i t s  members, o f f ic e r s ,  agents and of c e r ta in  
d es ig n a te d  employers, and to provide fo r  the co l le c t io n ,  
a p p ro p r ia t io n  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of the same and a l l  moneys which 
may be rece iv ed  by the  Commonwealth pursuant to  the provisions 
o f  the  a c t  ; to  a p p ro p r ia te  money fo r  the adm in is tra t ion  of 
the  a c t  and fo r  th e  payment of b e n e f i ts  hereunder; to  provide 
p e n a l t i e s  fo r  v io l a t i o n s  ; and to  provide th a t  th i s  a c t  
s h a l l  c o n s t i t u t e  and be designated  and c i te d  as the ’’V irg in ia  
Unemployment Compensation A ct.”
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the  s t a t e  law in v a l id  and r e tu rn  the con tr ibu ted  money to the employers 
a f t e r  the Supreme Court d e c la re d  T i t le s  I I I  and IX of the federa l Social 
S e c u r i ty  Act u n c o n s t i tu t io n a l .  S ta te  Senator Aubrey Weaver submitted the 
o th e r  amendment. I t  s t a t e d  th a t  the s t a t e  ac t  should go into e f f e c t  " i f  
and when” the  Supreme Court passed judgement on the c o n s t i tu t i o n a l i ty  
o f  the  fe d e ra l  Socia l S e c u r i ty  Act. After a harsh debate, the Senate 
agreed  to the B a t t l e  amendment and f in a l ly  passed the whole b i l l  on 
February 25, by a vo te  of 22 v s . 14. 22
Two days l a t e r ,  the b i l l  was re fe r re d  to  the House Finance 
Committee. The House debated an amendment which provided the way to 
refund  the  c o n t r ib u t io n s  of manufactures in case the Supreme Court ru led  
unfavorab ly  on the  Socia l S e c u r i ty  Act. In ea r ly  March, however, the 
House o f  D elegates r e je c te d  the  V irg in ia  Unemployment Compensation b i l l  
by 48-40. The lack of a c t i v e  support of the b i l l  by the Governor during 
i t s  f i n a l  s ta g e s  c o n t r ib u te d  to  i t s  defea t.  Even though Peery recognized 
the s ig n i f i c a n c e  of the  b i l l ,  he s t i l l  doubted th a t  the federal Social 
S e c u r i ty  Act would ever be implemented. I f  he had demonstrated p o l i t i c a l  
s k i l l s ,  such as he employed in p u t t in g  h is  educational proposals into 
a c t io n  in 1934, th e  General Assembly might have passed the Unemployment 
Compensation b i l l .  The s tro n g  s t a t e - r i g h t s  sentiment among the 
l e g i s l a t o r s  may a l s o  has d iscouraged  the governor. 23
22 Ib id . ,  pp. 359, 410.
23 Journal o f  the  House o f  Delegates o f  V irginia  (Richmond, 1936) 
pp. 533, 593, 717, 813.
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In a d d i t io n  to  the  s t a t e  Unemployment Compensation b i l l ,  the 
1936 se s s io n  of the General Assembly defeated two o ther  soc ia l  welfare 
measures: the Old Age Pension and the Blind Assistance b i l l s .  I t  l e f t  
l i t t l e  hope fo r  the a d o p ta t io n  of the federa l welfare measures. The 
Times-Dispatch  commented th a t  ’’The General Assembly of 1936 w il l  go down
in h i s to r y  as one o f  the most reac tio n a ry  le g is la tu re s  which has s a t  in
V irg in ia  s in ce  the f i r s t  parliam entary  ga thering  in the New World
convened a t  Jamestown in .1619.” 24
During th i s  period  two d i f f e r e n t  o rgan izations  showed a spec ia l  
i n t e r e s t  in t h i s  s o c ia l  l e g i s l a t i o n .  One was the V irg in ia  Manufactures’ 
A ssoc ia t ion  (VMA) which rep re sen ted  an employers’ po int of view. I t  
o r i g i n a l l y  lobbied a g a in s t  the  enactment of the Unemployment Compensa­
t i o n  Act. The VMA o b je c te d  to  the  ad d i t io n a l  tax burdens, estim ated a t  
1 % o f  p a y ro l l s ,  they would have to bear a f t e r  the passage of the s t a t e  
a c t .  Since the  f e d e ra l  Old Age Insurance of the Social Security  Act of 
1935 had a l re a d y  provided the  ta x a t io n  of 0.5 % on payro lls  from both 
employers and employees fo r  the  fed e ra l  fund, the employer’ s burden was 
supposed to  be 1. 5 % of p a y ro l l s .  The amount was large enough to  
d i s t r a c t  e n t re p re n e u rs  from the  expansion of t h e i r  business in the midst 
o f  economic d i f f i c u l t i e s .  A f te r  th e  in troduc tion  of the b i l l  in the 
General Assembly of 1936, the  VMA supported the Weaver amendment.
24. Titnes~Dispatchf March 9, 1936.
25 Heinemann, o p . c i t . ,  p. 159.; Robert F. Hunter, ’’V irg in ia  and 
the  New D ea l,” in John Braemen, Robert H. Bremner and 
David Brody, e d s , ,  The New Deal, Vol. 2 : The S ta te  and Local 
Leve ls  (Colombus, 1975), p. 123.
The VMA expected th a t  the  Supreme Court would dec lare  the federa l a c t  
u n c o n s t i tu t io n a l .  ?r'
The o th e r  a c t iv e  lobby was the V irg in ia  Consumers’ League (VCL), 
a branch of the  N ational Consumers’ League. I t  s trong ly  supported the 
unemployment compensation measure and various o ther laws designed to 
p ro te c t  workers. Thus, the  VCL blamed the General Assembly fo r  i t s  
f a i l u r e  to  enac t an Old Age A ssis tance  b i l l ,  e ight-hour and minimum wage 
laws fo r  women, a s t r i c t e r  mine s a fe ty  law, b e t te r  workmen’ s compensa­
t io n  law, as  well as  the  unemployment compensation ac t .  Editors  
Virgi.nius Dabney and Douglas Southa ll Freeman and Labor Commissioner 
Hall were among i t s  members. The overwhelming v ic to ry  of Franklin  D. 
Roosevelt in the  p r e s id e n t i a l  e l e c t io n  in November, 1936 strengthend the 
hand of the  VCL which was t r y in g  to ge t a spec ia l session  of the General 
Assembly c a l le d .  This only could be done upon the request of tw o-thirds 
o f  the  members of each House. The VCL a lso  played a s ig n i f i c a n t  
r o le  in a ro u s in g  pub lic  opin ion  of the Commonwealth fo r  the enactment of 
p u b l ic  w e lfa re  a c t s .  26
As the  p re s su re  fo r  the  opening of a spec ia l  sess ion  increased 
in  the  f a l l  o f  1936, the  governor excused him self by saying th a t  s ince 
t h i r ty - tw o  s t a t e s  o th e r  than  V irg in ia  had not enacted any unemployment 
compensation l e g i s l a t i o n  ye t ,  i t  was l ik e ly  th a t  the Congress would 
ex tend th e  d e a d l in e  fo r  th e  s t a t e  enactments. In a c tu a l i ty ,  Peery 
supported  the  passage o f  a r e s o lu t io n  which urged Congress to  extend
26 Heinemann, o p . c i t . ,  p. 160.; Hunter, o p . c i t . f pp. 123-124.
51
the  d e a d l in e  so t h a t  s t a t e s  would get the refund of unemployment 
compensation taxes  th a t  had paid by the time of the Governor’ s 
Conference which would be held  in Missouri. He cooperated e sp ec ia l ly  
w ith  Lloyd C. S ta rk ,  Governor of Missouri, for the extension, of the 
d e a d l in e  and asked Senators Harry F. Byrd and Carter Glass for th e i r  
support.  27
Meanwhile, the demand fo r  a spec ia l  session grew, and by 
December had won the  endorsement of the tw o-th irds  of the members of 
both  Houses. On December 14, 1936 the governor f i n a l ly  c a l le d  an ex tra  
se s s io n .  By then  he acknowledged the urgent need to  cope with the issue 
of the Unemployment Compensation Act in V irg in ia . In an attempt to speed 
up m a tte rs ,  Peery reques ted  the D irector of L eg is la t iv e  Reference 
Bureau, the  A tto rney  General, the  Tax commissioner and others  to 
r e d r a f t  the  b i l l  th a t  had been submitted to the l a s t  session. Although 
they made no major changes in the o r ig in a l  b i l l ,  they d id  take account 
o f  some a d d i t io n a l  sugges tions  mads by the Social Security  Board in 
Washington in o rd e r  to  improve the b i l l .  28 The most, important changes 
concerned th e  members o f  the Unemployment Compensation Commission. The 
r e d r a f t e d  b i l l  proposed t h a t  the  chairman of the Commission be appointed
27 Lloyd C. S ta rk  to  Peery, July  12, 1937. Peery to Stark, Ju ly  
12, 1937, Peery to C a r te r  Glass and Harry Byrd, Ju ly  12, 1937, 
Byrd to  Peery, J u ly  13, 1937. George C. Peery Executive Papers, 
Box 80, Archives D iv is ion , V irg in ia  S ta te  Library and Archives, 
Richmond, V irg in ia .
28 Heinemann, o p . c i t . ,  p. 160.; Hunter, o p . c i t . ,  p. 124. ; Address 
o f  George C. Peery , December 14, 1936 (Senate Document No. I, 
Richmond, 1936), p p .3-5.
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The most im portant changes concerned the members of the Unemploy­
ment Compensation Commission. The red ra f ted  b i l l  proposed th a t  the 
chairman of the  Commission be appointed by the governor, Commissioner of 
Labor and two f u l l - t im e  members. The b i l l  provided th a t  the unemployment 
compensation would become payable twenty-four months a f t e r  the f i r s t  day 
o f  the f i r s t  period  of c o n t r ib u t io n s .  The amount of the b e n e f i t  was 
de f in ed  so th a t  the  maximum weekly b en e f i t  would be 50 % of fu l l - t im e  
weekly wage, bu t not more than $ 15.00 per week, nor less  than $ 5.00 
per week. 29 C o n tr ib u tio n s  from employers amounted to 0.9 % of th e i r  
p a y ro l l s  fo r  1936, 1 .8  % fo r  1937, and 2.7 % for 1938. No con tr ibu tions  
were req u ired  from employees. C ontribu tions  would be paid f i r s t  in to  a 
s t a t e  pooled fund and e v e n tu a l ly  to the Secretary  of the Treasury of the 
U nited S ta tes ,  to  th e  c r e d i t  o f  the Unemployment Trust Fund es tab l ish ed  
by the S ocia l S e c u r i ty  Act. The b i l l  a lso  provided tha t in case the 
T i t l e  IX of the  S oc ia l S ecu r i ty  Act was declared  u n c o n s t i tu t io n a l ,  the 
s t a t e  would pay back the  c o n tr ib u t io n s  to  the employers. 30
29 The o r ig i n a l  b i l l  provided the same maximum weekly b en e f i t ,  but 
not minimum weekly b e n e f i t .
30 Address o f  George C. Peery , December 14, 1936. o p .c i t . ,  pp. 5-7. 
Other im portant p ro v is io n s  of the b i l l  were as follows:
B en e f i ts  would be paid  through public employment o f f ic e .  The 
w a it in g  p e r io d  was two weeks and a benef ic ia ry  should not 
re c e iv e  money f o r  more than 16 weeks a year. The Unemployment 
Compensation Commission was requested to  consider the problem of 
m erit  r a t i n g  system and to  make repo rt  on i t  to the governor no 
l a t e r  than  December 1,1939. The b i l l  was d ra f te d  as an emergency 
measure, so t h a t  i t  would become e f fe c t iv e  upon passage.
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In the  V i rg in i a  Senate,  most cf  those who had opposed the
b i l l  now backed i t  in the l a s t  session.  They apparently thought th a t  i t s
enactment was in e v i t a b l e .  Furthermore the f i r s t  cont r ibu tions  had 
a l re ad y  been c o l l e c t e d  under the federa l  act .  On December 17, 1936, the 
Senate passed the Unemployment Compensation b i l l  (S. B. 1), 39 to 1. I t  
was immediately r e f e r r e d  to the House of  Delegates and passed a f t e r  a
s h o r t  deba te  by 93 to I. 31
Concerned over the r e a c t io n  of the Social Securi ty Board (SSB) to 
the  V i rg in i a  Unemployment Compensation b i l l ,  William R. Shands,
D i r e c to r  of l e g i s l a t i v e  D ra f t ing  and Reference Bureau, sent  a copy to 
M e r r i l l  G. Murray, Chief  of the  Division of  Leg is la t ive  Aid and 
Approval of  the Bureau of  Unemployment Compenasation of the SSB, on the 
l a s t  day of 1936. The SSB re a c te d  favorably to the Virg in ia  b i l l ,  which 
was based upon the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia Act and on January 6, Murray 
s e n t  one of  h i s  s t a f f  to Governor’ s Council meeting in Richmond in order 
to  give adv ice  on i t .  32
J u s t  before  the  opening of  a spec ia l  session,  Governor Peery 
h im se l f  had reques ted  an opin ion from the SSB on the proposed b i l l .
In response,  R. Gordon Wagenet, Direc tor  of  the SSB to ld  Peery, with 
some minor changes,  the b i l l  seemd to meet the requirements of t i t l e s  IX
31 Journal o f  the Senate o f  Commonwealth o f  V irg in ia , 1937-38,
pp. 18, 48-52. ; Journal o f  the House o f  Delegates o f  Virginia,
1937-38, pp. 15, 51-52, 58, 68.
32 William R. Shands to  Me r i l l  G. Murray, December 31, 1935,
So c ia l  S e c u r i t y  A dm in is tra tion  Record, RG 47, Box 66,
V i r g in i a  500, General ,  The National Archives, Washington D. C-..
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and I I I  of  the Social  S ecu r i ty  Act and be q u a l i f i e d  for  tax c r e d i t s  and 
fe d e ra l  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  g ran ts .  Thus, soon a f t e r  i t s  passage, the SSB 
approved the V i rg in ia  Unemployment Compensation Act was aoproved by the 
SSB. Subsequently the a c t  did  prove i t s  e f fec t iveness  during the 
rece ss io n  o f  1937-38, when i t  benef i ted  more than 320,000 workers in the 
Commonwealth. 33
In May 1937 the Supreme Court f i n a l l y  put an end to the debate
on the c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y  of the federal  Social Securi ty Act. In Stewart
Machine Company 7. Davis, the Court, by a vote of 5 to 4, upheld the 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y  of  the exc i se  tax for  the unemployment insurance,and
in H elvering  v. Davis i t  upheld the old age insurance system. These two
d e c i s io n s  marked a tu rn ing  p o in t  in the s o -ca l l ed  co n s t i tu t i o n a l  
r e v o lu t io n  of 1937.
33 R. Gordon Wagenet to  Shands, December 2, 1936, Wagenet to 
Peery,  December 10; 193S, Social S ecu r ity  Adm inistration  
Record . Box 66, V i rg in i a  500, General.
34 Steward Machine Company v, Davis, 301 U.S. 548 ; Helvering v. 
Davis, 301 U.S. 619. Arthur J. Altmeyer, The Formative Years 
o f  Soc ia l S e c u r i t y  (Madison, 1968), pp.56, 278. ; Robert G. 
McCloskey, The American Sunreme Court (Chicago, 1960),
pp. 176-177.
Chapter IV
The Public Welfare Act in Virg in ia
Another area  o f  concern was the a s s i s tance  to the e lder ly .  By 
1937 V i rg in i a  was the only s t a t e  tha t  had not enacted any Old Age 
A ss i s t ance  laws under the  f e d e ra l  guide lines  of the Social  Secur i ty Act. 
The demand fo r  the enactment had been strong since the beginning of 
Peery’ s g u b e r n a t o r i a l  term in 1934. Hundreds of  Virgin ians  sent  l e t t e r s  
to  Governor Peery s uppo r t ing  Judge J. S. Lehman’ s campaign for  the 
Nat iona l  Old Age Dependent Pension which s t a r t e d  in Humboldt, Kansas. 
They advocated the Old Age Pension law of New York enacted during 
F rank l in  D. Rooseve l t ’ s governorship.  Townsend Clubs Executive Council 
and V i rg in i a  S t a t e  Aerie of  F ra te rn a l  Order of  Eagles were a l so  ac t ive  
in t h e i r  l e t t e r - w r i t i n g  campaign to the governor from 1933 to 1935. 
Although Peery expressed  h i s  sympathy with o lder  people l i v ing  in 
economic d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  he cont inued  to respond tha t  ”we are  facing a 
d e f i c i t  in V i rg in ia ,  and I do not  bel ieve  the f inanc ia l  condi t ion of  the 
S t a t e  is  such t h a t  we could not  assume the burden of  such a pension 
law,” 1
On January  25, 1935 the Richmond Times-Dispatch repor ted  tha t  
Governor Peery jo ined  wi th Senator  Byrd in opposing the Old Age Pension 
b i l l  pending in Washington and t h a t  V irg in ia  would not adopt an a c t  any
1 Folders  1-7, Box 69, Old Age Pensions, George C. Peery 
Executive Papers, 1934-1938.
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time soon r e g a rd l e s s  of Congressional  act ion .  Although Peery claimed 
t h a t  he was not opposed to  sound soc ia l  s ecu r i ty  and r e l i e f  l e g i s l a t io n ,  
he s t a t e d  t h a t  he was concerned over the estimated cost,  $ 10,000.000, 
and tax burden. The Times-Dispatch  a l so  pointed out tha t  about 25,000 
aged blacks out of  the t o t a l  116. 670 persons 65 years or over in 
V irg in ia ,  would have to be put on the pension l i s t .  P o l i t i c a l  leaders 
were not  w i l l i n g  to accep t  the Old Age Pensions which would have many 
b lack  b e n e f i c i a r i c s .  2
Another concern was the cos t  of such a program. While Senator 
Byrd had suggested t h a t  i t  would requ ire  a tax increase of  130 per cent .  
V i rg in i a s  Dabney in the T imes-Dispatch  claimed th a t  i t  was groundless.
In. a January 26 e d i t o r i a l ,  he poin ted  out tha t  approximately 68 per cent  
of  V irg in ians  were l i v in g  in r u r a l  area and only 32 per cent  in c i t i e s .  
People who l ived  in r u r a l  communities c e r t a in l y  did not r equ i re  the same 
amount of  f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  t h a t  urban dwellers  did. The 1930 census 
showed t h a t  o f  the 116,878 V irg in ians  over 65, no tewer than 83,264 were 
r u r a l  dw e l le r s ,  wi th only 33,414 in the c i t i e s .  The e d i t o r i a l  al so  
s t r e s s e d  the f a c t  t h a t  tw en ty -e igh t  s t a t e s  had al ready have Old Age 
Pensions, though many o f  these  s t a t e s  were not so s trong f in a n c ia l i y  as 
V i rg in ia .  I t  concluded :
The United S t a t e s  i s  the only major na t ion in the world, except 
I nd ia  and China, which has no soc ia l  s ecu r i t y  laws. Does Mr. Byrd 
wish t h i s  count ry  to cont inue  to t r a i l  along with the backward 
n a t io n s  o f  Asia, in s t e a d  of  going to the van with the s o c ia l ly  e n ­
l igh tened  n a t io n a  o f  Europe ? a
2 Richmond Times-Dispatch, January 25, 1935, pp. 1-2.
3 ”Mr. Byrd on P e n s io n s , ” Ib id . ,  January 25, 1935, p . 8.
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Some o ld e r  V irg in ians  agreed with Dabney. For example, a 
company owner in Lebanon wrote to the governor soon a f t e r  he read the 
news :
You have poin ted  out  t h a t  in order for t h e 'S t a t e  of 
V i rg in i a  to take  ca re  of  t h e i r  proport ional  pa r t  of th i s  b i l l  
$ 10, 000, 000.00 in a d d i t i o n a l  taxa tion  would have to be levied.
I co n s id e r  t h i s  unimportant  in comparison to the secu r i ty  and 
soundness the passage of  such a b i l l  would crea te .  Your pos i t ion  
is  e n t i r e l y  too c o n s e rv a t iv e  and out of l ine  with the consensus of 
your c o n s t i tu e n c y  in t h i s  p a r t  of the S ta te  . . .  I want you to 
unders tand ,  a l so ,  t h a t  I am no New Deal ’’c rank .” Much of t h e i r  
l e g i s l a t i o n  and proposed l e g i s l a t i o n  I consider  unsound, but I 
do fee l  l i k e  the Old Age Pensions b i l l  is one of v i t a l  importance, 
and in saying t h i s  I not  only express my opinion . . . .  but tha t  
o f  hundreds of  o th e rs  (both Democrats and Republicans) to whom I 
have ta lked .  4
N ever th less ,  the o rg an iz a t io n  p o l i t i c i a n s  continued to support 
the  p o s i t i o n  of Byrd and Peery in regard to the Old Age' Pension plan. 
William Munford Tuck, V i rg in i a  Senator  from South Boston, was one of 
the most c o n s e rv a t iv e  members of  the organiza t ion  who admired Byrd’ s 
s taunch  o p p o s i t i o n  to  the  Socia l  Secur i ty proposals . On January 25, Tuck 
wrote to  Senator  Byrd in Washington D. C. , r e f e r r in g  to the e d i t o r i a l  of 
the  Tim es-Dlspatch , :
Such a proposal  is  not  only undemocratic in th a t  i t  places 
in the  hands of  a b u reau c ra t  in Washington a s t i c k  to whip over 
our heads and t e l l  us what and how much we sh a l l  do, but i t  a l so
4 Garland E a s t e r ly  to  George c. Peery, January 23, 1935, Box 69, 
Old Age Pensions,  Folder 3, George C. Peery Executive Papers.
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pena l ize s  f r u g a l i t y  and economy in government, and a t  the same
time rewards ext ravagance  and waste  I bel ieve tha t  i t  would be
most u n fo r tu n a te  fo r  us in Virgin ia  i f  th is  pension proposal 
should pass and become law in the form in which i t  now appears to 
be. I c o n g r a t u l a t e  you on the stand tha t  you have taken and can 
only wish t h a t  o the r  s t a t e s  had senators  as able  and courageous 
as you. 5
Byrd’ s rep ly  revea led  h is  a n t i -b lac k  p re ju d ice . :
[ Under t h i s  proposed plan ] negroes w il l  be placed on the same 
b a s i s  as  white people.  The r e s u l t  w i l l  be tha t  p r a c t i c a l l y  a l l  
negroes over s i x t y - f i v e  years  w il l  be pensioned, rece iv ing  from 
$30.00 to $40.00 per  month, and a l l  t h e i r  ch i ld ren  and grand­
c h i ld  ren. cous ins  and aunts  wil l  l ive  on them  i t  w il l  simply
mean t h a t  n e a r ly  a l l  the colored population of the South will 
s top  working'.
Senator  Byrd and o the r  southern congressmen a l so  saw a th rea t  
to  s t a t e s ’ r i g h t s .  The o r i g i n a l  b i l l  of the Old Age Assistance spec i f ied  
t h a t  s t a t e s  had to  f u r n i s h  a s s i s t a n c e  s u f f i c i e n t  to provide ” a 
r easonab le  s u b s i s t a n c e  compatible with decency and h e a l t h . ” Another 
c l a u se  requ i red  s t a t e s  to e s t a b l i s h  ”a s ing le  s t a t e  au th o r i ty  to 
ad m in i s t e r  or s u p e rv i s e  the  ad m in is t r a t io n  of the plan and insure 
methods o f  a d m in i s t r a t i o n  which a re  approved by the Admin is t ra to r .” 7
5 William M. Tuck to Harry F. Byrd, January 24, 1935, Folder
2780 ( P o l i t i c a l  and Legal Correspondence, 1935), William M.
Tuck Papers, Manuscripts  Division,  Earl Gregg Swem Library,  
College of  William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia.
6 Harry F. Byrd to  William M. Tuck, January 26, 1935, Folder
2780, William M. Tuck Papers.
7 Lee J. Als ton & Joseph P. Fer rie ,  ’’Labor Costs, Paternalism,
and Loyal ty in Southern Agr icul tu re :  A Cons tra in t  on the Growth 
of  the  Welfare S t a t e . ” Journal o f  Economic H istory , Vol.XLV,
No. 1 (March, 1985) p . 113-114.
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Most of the  Southern congressmen objected to both clauses because they 
thought t h a t  the federa l  government was undermining the power of the 
s t a t e .  Senator  Byrd, who was an in f l u e n t i a l  member of the Senate Finance 
Committee, argued t h a t  the f ede ra l  government should not have ’’supreme 
power to  deny sovere ign  S ta t e  of  th i s  Union any benef i t s  of th i s  pension 
system a t  a l l  un less  t h a t  S t a t e  complies with regu la t ions” made by the 
f e d e ra l  government. 8
Southern p o l i t i c a l  leaders  a lso  feared th a t  federa l  benef i t s  
would undermine p l a n t e r s ’ p a t e r n a l i s t i c  cont rol  over tenan t  labor, 
e s p e c i a l l y  b lack  workers. In 1935 t h r e e - f i f t h s  of  a l l  black labor were 
employed in a g r i c u l t u r e  and domestic serv ice .  Southern congressmen did 
not  want the f e d e ra l  funds to go d i r e c t l y  to black workers. Furthermore, 
sou thern  i n d u s t r i a l  wage s tandards ,  which were considerably lower than 
in the North, might a l s o  be undermined. Pres iden t  Roosevelt needed 
sou thern  suppor t  in o rde r  to  ge t  the Social Secur i ty b i l l  out of 
Congress, so he had to  make some concession to such sentiment. Thus, the 
’’decency and h e a l t h ” p rov is ion  was el iminated from the b i l l ,  and the 
s t a t e s  were l e f t  f r e e  to  pay Old Age Pensions of any amount and s t i l l  
r e c e iv e  a h a l f  of  the  c o s t s  from the federa l  government. S ta tes  were 
a l s o  g ran ted  the  r i g h t  to s o t  e l i g i b i l i t y  c r i t e r i a  a r b i t r a r i l y  and 
s e l e c t  anyone to  ad m in is te r  Old Age Pension programs by the l e g i s l a t io n .  
As a r e s u l t ,  the e f f e c t i v e  c o n t ro l  of old age ben e f i t s  was l e f t  in the
8 The United S t a t e s  Senate,  Committee on Finance, Hearings on
S. 1130 (Washington D. C. , 1935) p. 71.
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hands of  local  a u t h o r i t i e s .  42
Blank leaders  argued fo r  g rea te r  federa l  control  of  s tandards 
because they were a f r a i d  th a t  local  s tandards would become the r a t i o n a le  
” to g ive  less  a s s i s t a n c e  to aged Negroes than to aged w h i te s . ” The Old 
Age A ss is tance  had a l so  the res idence  requirements which were e spec ia l ly  
u n f a i r  to blacks engaged in migratory l a b o r .4:5 George Edmund Haynes of 
the Race Re la t ions  Department o f  the Federal Council of Churches 
t e s t i f i e d  before  the Senate and the House committees that  loca l ly  
adm in is te re d  fede ra l  programs had been plagued by ’’repeated,  widespread 
and cont inued  d i s c r i m in a t io n  on account  of race or c o l o r . ” 44 The 
Norfolk Journal and Guide commented on the Social Securi ty  b i l l  tha t  
’’ l i k e  NRA, t h i s  new economic panacea seems to be intended to bring 
s e c u r i t y  to c e r t a i n  people,  but  no to a l l . ” 4:j
From the beginning r e l i a b l e  da ta  on the implementation of Old 
Age A ss i s t ance  programs in V i rg in i a  were not ava i lab le .  Two e x i s t ing  
e s t im a te s  were q u i t e  confus ing  with regard to the s t a t e ’ s expenses.
42 Raymond Wolters ,  ’’The New Deal and the Negro,” in The Mew Deal: 
The National Level, John Braemen, Robert H. Bremner, and David 
Brody eds.  (Columbus, 1975), pp. 193-196.
43 Lee J .  Alston and Joseph P. Ferr ie ,  ’’Labor Costs, Paternalism, 
and Loyalty in Southern A gr icu ltu re :  A Cons tra in t  on the Growth 
of  the  Welfare S t a t e , ” Journal o f  Economic H is tory , Vol. XLV, 
No.1 (March,1985), pp .95-117.
44 Geroge Edmund Haynes, ’’Lily-White Social  S e c u r i t y , ” C ris is  42, 
(1935), pp. 85-86.
45 Norfolk Journal and Guide, February 9, 1935. Quoted in 
Raymond Wolters ,  ’’The New Deal and the Negro,” p. 194.
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Goon a f t e r  Roosevelt  p resented  the Social  Securi ty b i l l  to Congress 
in January  1935, Senator  Byrd chal lenged i t s  p r a c t i c a l i t y  by f igur ing  
out  the c o s t s  o f  an average s t a t e  l ike  Virginia.  He est imated tha t  about 
h a l f  of a l l  the  popu la t ion  65 years old or  over, 77, 500 e lde r ly  in 
V i rg in ia ,  would be e l i g i b l e  fo r  the a s s i s t a n c e  program. Based on th i s  
f ig u re ,  the  s t a t e  would have to spend about $ 21,000,000 a year, 
r e q u i r i n g  i t  to in c re ase  taxes  as much as 130 per cent , to f inance the 
program. Organ iza t ion  leaders  including Governor Peery agreed with 
Byrd’ s e s t im a te  and expressed  t h e i r  fear  th a t  the enormous f inanc ia l  
burden would make the  adopt ion  of  the program impossible, or s a c r i f i c e  
the  f i s c a l  i n t e g r i t y  of  V i rg in ia .  13
According to  Byrd’ s e s t im ate ,  about h a l f  of the e lde r ly  in 
V i rg in i a  would be e l i g i b l e  fo r  the Old Age Assistance,  and monthly pay­
ment would amount to  $ 22.50 per  person. The Labor Department’ s es t imate 
was t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from Byrd’ s. The Department f igured th a t  the 
number of  e l i g i b l e s  in V i rg in ia  would be 7,000 and they would rece ive  
about  $ 15 per  month from the s t a t e  government. V irg in ia ’ s annual 
expense f o r  the  Old Age A ss is tance  program was est imated a t  $ 1,260,000, 
which was one-seven teen th  of  Byrd’ s f igure.  When these two es t imates  
were made pub l ic ,  the  Times-D is  patch  e d i to r  favored the more moderate 
e s t i m a t e  of  the  Labor Department. : ’’The most d i s tu rb in g  aspect  of 
Senator  Byrd’ s s ta tem en t  is  to  be found in the f a c t  th a t  nowhere in i t
13 Richmond Times-Dispatch, January 24, 25, 1935.
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does he i n d i c a t e  th a t  he regards  the soc ia l  s e c u r i t y  l e g i s l a t io n  as 
e i t h e r  necessary  or d e s i r a b l e . ” The Old Age Pension League of Virginia, 
which promoted the enactment of old age a s s i s tan ce  vigorously,  observed 
t h a t  Byrd was "more concerned with public expenditures than lie is with 
p r iv a t e  s u f f e r i n g ;  | he i th inks  more of property r ig h t s  than he does of 
human r i g h t s . ” 14
In October 1935, Senator  Byrd discussed the problem of the 
dead l ine  of the enactment o f  the Old Age Assistance with Vincent Milos 
o f  the Social  S e c u r i t y  Board in Washington D. C. Byrd expected tha t  other  
s t a t e s  which had not enac ted  the old age a s s i s t a n c e  by then would defer  
a c t io n  with V i r g in i a  because i t  was too l a t e  to take advantage of the 
law fo r  the  nex t  year .  On the  next  day of the meeting, Byrd wrote to 
Peery th a t  ” i f  only four  or f i v e  s t a t e s  s t a r t  the plan, c e r t a in l y  
V i rg in i a  cannot  be censured g r e a t l y  i f  ac t ion  is de ferred  for a year or 
e igh teen  months or  even fo r  two y e a r s . ” ] Tl
A fte r  the  V i rg in i a  Senate k i l l e d  the Old Age Assistance b i l l  
p resen ted  in the  General  Assembly of 1936, Governor Peery crea ted  a 
Commission on Old Age A ss i s t ance  in order to in v e s t ig a te  the cost  of the 
program. Fie reques ted  the  Commission to repor t  i t s  f ind ings  and recom­
mendations p r i o r  to the next  r egu la r  session  of 1938, The Commission
14 Ib id . ,  J anuary  25, 1935. ; Harry F. 3yrd to George C. Peery, 
October 14, 1935, Box 146, Harry F. Byrd Papers, Manuscr ip ts  
Divis ion ,  Alderman Library,  Universi ty of Virg inia,  
C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  V irg in ia .
15 Harry F. Byrd to Peery, October 22, 1935, Box 146, Harry F.
Byrd Papers.
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Commission was composed of  seven members: two s t a t e  Senators, Aubrey 
G. Weaver and Benjamin Muse, th r e e  Delegates, Horace H. Edwards. E. 
Blackburn Moor, and I. Gordon White, and two appointees of  the governor, 
Char les J .  Smith and S t a t e  Tax Commissioner Charles H. Morriset t .  16 
Among the  members Benjamin Muse was the most a c t i v e  supporters
of  the old age a s s i s t a n c e  proposa l ,  and he had t i e s  to a member of
s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t  groups favo r ing  i t .  Virg in ia labor organizat ions ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  the V i rg in ia  Federa t ion  of  Labor and the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen, backed the proposal e n th u s i a s t i c a l ly .  
So d id  s e v e ra l  groups of  the  aged, such as the Virg in ia a e r i e  of the
Eagles and the  Old Age Pension League. The Three-Score-and-Ten Club of
Norfolk a l s o  had a la rge  number o f  supporters  though l imi ted to one 
c i t y .  The V i rg in i a  Homemakers’ Associat ion  of the Virg in ia  Federat ion of 
Home Demonstrat ion Club was a. women’ s organ izat ion which played an 
impor tan t  r o l e  in the lobbying fo r  the Public Assistance l e g i s l a t io n .  
According to  Muse, the  e n t i r e  Richmond de legat ion in the General 
Assembly with one excep t ion  became to sponsor the Old Age Assistance 
b i l l  because of the se  a c t i v e  movements by the end of 1935. 17
16 W. H. S t a u f f e r ,  ’’Old Age A ss is tance ,” The Commonwealth, Vol.V, 
No. 1 (January,  1938), p p .13-14. After  Benjamin Muse r e s igna te  
from the  s t a t e  Senate  in September, 1936, Major M. H i l l a rd  
r ep laced  him.
17 Benjamin Muse to Charles  H. Morriset t ,  n . d . , Box 2, Old Age 
Pension and Soc ia l  Securi ty,Benjamin Muse Papers, Manuscripts 
Div is ion,  Alderman Library,  Univers i ty of  Virginia,  
C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  V i r g i n i a . ;  E. Gr i f f i t h e  Dodson, e d . , The 
General Assembly o f  the  Commonwealth o f  V irg in ia , 1919-1939, 
R e g i s t e r  (Richmond, 1939).
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On December 13, 1937, the  governor received the f in a l  repor t  and
a d r a f t  of  the b i l l  from the Commission on Old -Age Assistance.  The 
Commission adopted two methods to es t imate the cos t  of  the program.
F i r s t ,  they reques ted  the V i rg in ia  S ta te  Planning Board to f igure  out 
the number of persons aged 65 or  over on January 1, 1938 based on the 
l a t e s t  1930 Census. The Board es t imated tha t  the re  were 141,432 such 
people in V i rg in ia .  The Commission appl ied  the na t ional  average percent  
o f  e l i g i b l e s ,  18,5 %r and the average monthly gran t  reported by the 
Soc ia l  S ecu r i ty  Board, $18.54, to the est imated  s t a t e  populat ion of 
1938. The monthly co s t  was c a l c u la te d  a t  $485,099.10 and the annual cos t  
a t  $5,821, 189.20. 18
The Commission a l so  conducted a f i e l d  survey of  twelve repre­
s e n t a t i v e  a rea s ,  ten coun t ies  and two c i t i e s .  They r eg is t e red  people who 
be l ieved  themselves e n t i t l e d  to Ass istance program under the supervision 
o f  the loca l  departments  of  pub l ic  welfare.  Then they projec ted the 
r e s u l t s  fo r  the  e n t i r e  s t a t e  and deduced the number of e l i g i b l e s :  38,932
18 Persons 65 and o v e r   ........................... 141,432
Percen t  e l i g i b l e 18. 5 %
Number e l i g i b l e  ____
Average monthly g ra n t
26,165 
$ 18.54
Monthly c o s t  ( e x c lu s iv e  of adm in is t ra t ive  cost)  $ 485,099.10
Annual c o s t  ( e x c lu s iv e  of adm in is t ra t ive  cos t)  $ 5,821,189.20
Report o f  the Commission on Old Age A ss is tance  in Virginia  
(Senate Document, No.3, Richmond, 1937) pp. 15-19.
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in 1938 and 45,782 in 1947. By es t imat ing  the needs of the appl ican ts ,  
they f igu red  out  the average monthly payment would be $ 9.48 in counties 
and $ 12.96 in c i t i e s .  The t o t a l  benef i t  cos ts  were estimated a t  
$4, 896, , 282 and, i f  the a d m in i s t r a t iv e  cos ts  of about 10 % were added, 
tha t  would make $ 5,385,910 in a l l .  19
Although a i l  the seven members of the Commission signed the 
f i n a l  r e p o r t ,  t h r e e  of  them disagreed  on the es t imate of cos ts  a f t e r  
1940 because o f  i t s  modest value  and a t tached  t h e i r  minori ty opinion as 
a warning to  the l e g i s l a t o r s .  With regard to the share of  f inanc ia l  
burden among s t a t e  and loca l  governments, the Commission s t r e s sed  th a t  
local  governments should bear a s u b s tan t i a l  port ion  of  the burden. I t  
e s t im a ted  t h a t  fo r  each d o l l a r  of s t a t e  money, a local  government should 
c o n t r i b u t e  60 cen t s  from i t s  own budget. Thus the t o t a l  share of  the 
expense was to  be as fo l lows:  50 % by the federa l  government, 31 1/ a  % 
by the s t a t e  government and 18 V % by local  governments. 20
The b i l l  prepared  by the Commission on Old Age Assistance 
provided the e l i g i b i l i t y  and the  payment of  benef i t s  s im i la r  to T i t l e  I 
o f  the Socia l  S e c u r i t y  Act. I t  aimed to provide the e ld e r ly  with 
’’reasonab le  s u b s i s t a n c e , ” whi le i t  defined the maximum bene f i t s  not to 
exceed $30 a month. The Commission a l so  provided th a t  the top 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  agency should  be the Senate Board of Public Welfare, with
19 Ib id . ,  p p . 19-34.
20 Ib id . ,  p. 36 . ;  W.H. S tau f fe r ,  o p .c i t . ,  p. 14.
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the  Commissioner of Public. Welfare as the ch ief  executive of the S ta te  
Board. The local  boards of  public, welfare and super intendents  of public 
w elfare  were r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  the local administ ra t ion .  The local boards 
w^re to be composed c f  th r e e  members appointed by the .judge of the 
c i r c u i t  cour ts .  While t h i s  a d m in is t r a t iv e  s t ru c tu re  was well-designed 
making the loca l  u n i t s  respons ive  to the local needs, i t  allowed local 
p o l i t i c i a n s ’ d i s c r e t i o n  in appointment of personnel ou ts ide  the meri t  
system. 21
In h i s  l a s t  address  a t  the General Assembly on January 12, 1938, 
Governor Peery summed up the work of the Commission on Old Age A s s i s t ­
ance. He expressed  h i s  o v e ra l l  agreement with i t ,  but s t r e s s e d  his  
b e l i e f  t h a t  the o ld  age a s s i s t a n c e  should be regarded as a r e l i e f  
measure in economic rece ss io n ,  not  as a permanent welfare system. He 
quoted from the Commission’ s r e p o r t  th a t  ’’r e l i e f  is a s in g le  problem,” 
and t h a t  ’’old age a s s i s t a n c e  is merely a par t  of  the problem. Other 
r e l i e f  needs be determined and the r e l i e f  problem be so handled th a t  no 
s i n g l e  c l a s s  w il l  be b e n e f i t t e d  to the exclusion of o thers  equa lly in 
n e e d . ” 22
A week l a t e r ,  Peery’ s successor, Governor James H. Price,  
ag reed  with t h i s  no tion  in h i s  inaugural address.  While he ’’warmly 
favors  the  coopera t ion  of  V i rg in i a  in the several  f ea tu res  of the
21 Report o f  the  Commission on Old Age A ss is tance  in V irginia , 
o p . c i t . ,  pp. 36-50.
22 Address o f  George C. Peery, January 12, 1938, Senate Document. 
No.1 (Richmond, 1938) pp .22-23.
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Federal  Soc ia l  Secu r i ty  program,” he expressed his opinion tha t  the 
maximum benefi t,  fo r  the Old Age Ass istance should be f ixed a t  
$15 or  $20 a year  r a t h e r  than the $30 recommended by the Commission.
The new governor argued th a t  ’’the Act must be conservat ively  
adm in is te red ,  and should be made p e r fec t ly  c l ea r  tha t  Old Age Assistan­
ce, as the term implies,  is intended to be based upon the ac tua l  needs
of  the in d iv idua l  case and is not  to be regarded as a pension. I t  is in
the  l a s t  a n a l y s i s  a r e l i e f  measure .” 2n
In the General Assmebly of  1938, four b i l l s  in the Senate and 
one in the  House were in troduced to provide f inanc ia l  a s s i s tan ce  to the 
aged needy and o th e r  ca teg o r ize d  persons. The most popular b i l l  was the 
Senate b i l l  No. 87 p resented  by s t a t e  Senators Weaver and H i l la rd  on 
January 27. I t  went through the  d e l ib e r a t i o n  with some amendments and 
was passed in the  Senate by 38 to 0 on February 25. Although in the 
House th e r e  was disagreement, on the provision of local admin is tr a t ions ,  
i t  was suppor ted by a m a jo r i ty  and enacted as the Public Assistance Act 
on March 12, 1938. 24
The p ro v i s io n s  of t h i s  a c t  were less generous than those in the 
b i l l  proposed by the  Commission. The maximum bene f i t  per person a month 
was l im i ted  to  $20 ($10 lower than the federa l  s tandard) and each 
l o c a l i t y  was r eq u i re d  to  c o n t r i b u t e  the add i t iona l  amounts of  money to
23 Address o f  James H. Price, January 19, 193S, Senate Document 
No. 2 (Richmond, 1938) pp. 4-6.
24 Journal o f  the Sena te  o f  Commonwealth o f  Virginia, 1938 
(Richmond, 1938) pp .82, 322.
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the th r e e  c a t e g o r i c a l  pub l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  programs : Old Age Assistance,
Aid to  the Blind,  and Aid. to  Dependent Children.  The Old Age Assistance
was c a t eg o r ize d  in r e l i e f  program and the resources of Aid to the Blind 
and Dependent Children  came from a r e l i e f  program of $3,000,000. This 
measure was what Governor Peery,  and his  successor, James H. Price 
c a l l e d  an ’’ i n t e g r a t e d ” r e l i e f  plan.  Some leaders of the conservative 
machine p o l i t i c s  perce ived  an underlying th r e a t  to t h e i r  au th o r i ty  and 
t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c i a l  order .  A permanent and comprehensive system of public 
w elfare  were not  d i f f e r e n t  to them from the conventional  r e l i e f  
programs. Most of them s t i l l  saw the public a s s i s t a n c e  programs as a 
type of r e l i e f ,  even though the federa l  government c l e a r ly  s t a t e d  the 
d i s t i n c t i o n  between r e l i e f  and so c ia l  secur i ty .  What the p o l i t i c a l  
leaders  were t r y i n g  to  do was to  maintain the pol icy  of  ”no d i r e c t  
r e l i e f ” as much as p o s s i b l e  in Virginia.  25
Their  idea was i n c o n s i s t e n t  with-the p r in c ip le  of  the federal  
Soc ia l  S ecu r i ty  Act. The ba s ic  idea of the ac t  was th a t  economic 
s e c u r i t y  fo r  every U.S. c i t i z e n  should be promoted by federa l ,  s t a t e ,  
and loca l  governments not  as  an emergency r e l i e f  program, but as a
permanent po li cy .  The Socia l  S ecur i ty  Act, which has been the
foundation  f o r  the  contemporary so c ia l  welfare system, was formed in 
accordance with the  New Deal po l icy  which emphasized on a new pa r tn e r ­
s h ip  between governments. I t s  ad m in is t r a t iv e  purpose was to persuade
25 Address o f  James H, Price, January 19, 1938, p. 5 . ;  Arthur 
James, The S ta t e  Becomes a Social Worker, pp .295-296.
69
s t a t e s  to enac t  c e r t a i n  pub l i c  welfare programs, which they had not 
p rev ious ly  provided,  or i f  they had, to bring them into conformity with 
the  new f e d e ra l  s tandards .  20
I r o n i c a l l y ,  th ree  Virg in ians  held leading pos i t ions  in the 
Soc ia l  S ecu r i ty  Board. Frank Bane, former ch ief  of the Virginia Public 
Welfare Department, became the executive d i r e c to r  of the Board in 1835. 
John J. Corson, former head of  V irg in ia  d iv i s ion  of  the National 
Recovery Administrat ion.  (NRA), served as Bane’ s executive a s s i s t a n t .  
Colonel Le Roy Hodges was appointed  as ch ie f  of  the Bureau of Old Age 
B ene f i t s  of  the Socia l  S ecu r i ty  Board. 27
The V i rg in ia  Public  Ass istance Act became e f f e c t iv e  on 
September 1, 1938. The Socia l  Secur i ty  Board in Washington D. C. f i n a l l y  
approved the  V i rg in ia  a c t  on the next day and the Commonwealth of 
V i rg in i a  jo ined  o th e r  f o r ty - s e v e n  s t a t e s  which had al ready p a r t i c ip a te d  
in the public, a s s i s t a n c e  system under the federa l  a c t . 23 By the fa! !  of 
1938, the  pub l i c  w el fa re  func t ions  of Virgin ia  cons is ted  of e igh t  
components : (1) Old Age Insurance  (OAI: f ed e ra l / c o n t r ib u t io n )  with 
600,000 workers making c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  (2) Old-Age Assistance (0AA:
26 Gerald D. Nash, Noel H. Pugach, and Richard F. Tomasson e d s . , 
S o c ia l  S e c u r i ty  : The F irs t  Half-Century  (Albuquerque.1988) 
pp. 7-16,113-118.
27 Charles McKinley and Robert W. Trase, Launching Social  
S e c u r i t y , (Madison, 1970) pp. 401 -402,497.
28 Journal o f  the  Senate o f  Commonwealth o f  Virginia, 1938 
(Richmond, 1938) pp .360-361, 433, 448-449.
70
s t a t e - f e d e r a l  g ran t s ,  60 % each) for  20,000 needy aged. (3) Unemployment 
Compensation ( s t a t e - f e d e r a l  / c o n t r ib u t io n ) .  (4) Aid to the Blind (BA: 
s t a t e - f e d e r a l  g ran t s ,  50 % each).  (5) Aid to Dependent Children (ADC: 
s t a t e - f e d e r a l  g ran ts ,  1/3 and 2/3 respec t ive ly ) .  (6) Maternal and Child 
Care. (7) Public  Health Work. (8) Vocational Rehabi1ifaion.  Besides the 
temporary New Deal r e l i e f  agencies ,  these d iv e r s i f i e d  s t a t e  programs 
formed a permanent and comprehensive system of public welfare under the 
’’dual l e g i s l a t i o n s , ” tha t  is,  the federa l  Social Securi ty Act and the in 
d iv idua l  S t a t e  law?. 29
A fte r  the United S ta te s  was s truck  by recess ion again in the 
f a l l  of  1937, most economic indexes decl ined  in 1938 compared to those 
o f  the l a s t  year .  I t s  e f f e c t  was more modest in Virginia,  however, than 
o th e r  s t a t e s .  I t s  unemployment r a t e  was 3.1 per cent  which was one of
the lowest in the count ry,  and in the f i r s t  month of 1938, the mumber of
employed d ec l in ed  11.3 per  cent  while the na t ional  average was 20 per 
cen t .  During the 1937-38 rece ss ion ,  Virg in ia had the Works Progress 
A dm in is t ra t ion  (WPA) and s t a t e  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  program of $ 950,000 a year
in a d d i t i o n  to loca l  r e l i e f  o f  count ies  and c i t i e s .  These r e l i e f
programs d id  b u f f e r  the  ha rdsh ip  of  the d e s t i t u t e  to some degree.
In t h i s  economic d ec l in e ,  V i rg in i a  Unemployment Compensation Act quickly 
proved i t s  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  soon a f t e r  the s t a r t  of the recession by 
p rov id ing  m i l l i o n s  of d o l l a r  fo r  the unemployed, and a f t e r  the
29 Joseph Cepuran, o p . c i t . ,  pp. 20-23.
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enactment o f  the Old Age Ass is tance  program in 1938, i t  worked as a more 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  measure to  p ro te c t  people in Virg in ia  from the 
v i c i s s i t u d e s  of l i f e .
These accomplishments were products of a typical  c o n f l i c t  
between the p r a c t i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  of adopting Now Deal measures a t  the 
s t a t e  level  and the dominant ideology of conservative s t a t e  p o l i t i c s  in 
V irg in ia .  Since the  pub l i c  welfare  functions in Virginia  before the New 
Deal were narrowly l im i ted  to bas ic  and ou t -o f -da te  measures, however, 
the r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  programs i t s e l f  was a rea l  innovation which could be 
c a l l e d  V i r g i n i a ’ s ’’L i t t l e  New Deal . ”
CONCLUSION
The l imited  success of the New Deal reform policy in Virginia 
r e s u l t e d  from the s t r u c t u r a l  r e s i s t a n c e  of the s t a t e  p o l i t i c a l  leaders 
to the l i b e r a l  ideology s e t  by the Roosevelt admin is trat ion .  The 
presence  of a co n s e rv a t iv e  p o l i t i c a l  organ izat ion thwarted the New 
Deal’ s a t t em p ts  to  change the s t a t u s  quo of the s t a t e .  Despite the 
people’ s need for  economic s e c u r i t y  in the Great Depression, a 
t r a d i t i o n  of  p o l i t i c a l  apathy prevented the demand for  more forceful  
a c t i o n  of  the s t a t e  government. Above a l l ,  an u rban-labor-e thnic  
c o a l i t i o n  which formed the s t r o n g e s t  pro-New Deal cons t i tuency  in most 
c i t i e s  o u t s id e  the South did not  ex i s t  in the Commonwealth. The absence 
of  a n t i - o r g a n i z a t i o n  p o l i t i c a l  groups a l so  con t r ibu ted  to the f a i l u r e  of 
the New Deal a t  the s t a t e  leve l .
Part  of  the  d i f f i c u l t y  in adopting the New Deal programs a t  
the s t a t e  level  lay in the New Deal i t s e l f .  Because i t  was o r ig i n a l l y  
des igned  to recover  from the Great  Depression, i t  was not rad ica l  enough 
to  r e a l i z e  the  innova tive  reform measures which aimed a t  e r ad ica t ing  the 
m a l - d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  wea lth in soc ie ty .  Even the second New Deal a f t e r  
1935 did  not  in tend  to  go beyond the framework of the ’’American 
democracy” and l im i ted  the power of the l i b e r a l  reformers to impose 
t h e i r  ideal ism. Many New Deal programs were administe red loca l ly
7  2
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leaving a wide range of d i s c r e t i o n  to local o f f i c i a l s  who were employed 
based on the pa tronage system of the p o l i t i c a l  machine. Thus, the 
o r i g i n a l  in t ens ion  of  the fede ra l  government was weakened in almost 
every program by the t r a d i t i o n a l  p r inc ip le s  such as pay-as-you-go and 
s e l f - h e l p  e t h i c .  The New Deal’ s sense of soc ia l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  toward 
the fo rg o t t e n  people of the American soc ie ty  was t o t a l l y  r e je c ted  by the 
c o n s e rv a t iv e  p o l i t i c a l  leaders  who feared tha t  such a revo lu t ionary  idea 
might j e o p a rd iz e  t h e i r  a u t h o r i t y  in. the Commonwealth.
I t  is  an undeniable f a c t ,  however, th a t  the New Deal played a 
s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  in V i rg in a ’ s t ransformation  into a more democratic 
s o c i e t y  which would e v e n t u a l l y  al low a competit ive two-party s t a t e  
p o l i t i c s  a f t e r  the World War I I .  The guberna tor ia l  e l e c t io n  of James 
P r ice  in 1.937 was a h e ra ld  of the  movement. Although he was acceptable 
to  the most of  the o rg a n iz a t io n  leaders,  he was not among the members of 
the  inner c i r c l e  of  the  machine p o l i t i c s ;  He became the f i r s t  Virginia  
governor  who suppor ted the New Deal and f r ightened those who had 
be l iev ed  in the s o l id n e s s  o f  Byrd’ s r u le  in the Old Dominion.
Despite  the p rospec ts  f o r  such a p o l i t i c a l  change, the 
accomplishments o f  the New Deal reform policy in V irg in ia  remained 
rud imentary in the  1930s. The Publ ic  Welfare Act of 1938 provided only
minimal economic s e c u r i t y  fo r  the  d e s t i t u t e .  Because the s t a t e
Unemployment Compensation program as well as the federa l  Old Age
Insurance  was opera ted  based on people’ s con t r ibu tion ,  Virginians  had to
wai t  f o r  a  while  to be f u l l y  bene f i t ed  from the system. I f  the s t a t e
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p o l i t i c a l  leaders  had symphathized with the l i b e r a l  idea of the New 
Dealers  t h a t  every  ind iv idual  has a r ig h t  to s ecu r i ty  in old age and 
to  p ro t e c t i o n  from unemployment, the reform movement in Virginia might 
have got  an impetus in the  1930s. In a c t u a l i t y  the organizat ion 
condemned the growth of government expenditures and the means of turning 
these  b a s ic  r i g h t s  in to  r e a l i t i e s .  The narrow and r e t ro g re s s iv e  v is ion  
o f  p o l i t i c a l  l eaders  d e te red  V i rg in ia  from taking an opportuni ty for  a 
b e t t e r  fu tu re .
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